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PREFACE 




IN RECENT DECADES a tendency Ms developed to view 
Frederick Jackson Turner and Charles A. Beard as though their 
seminal ideas derived from, and represented, radically different 
theories of history. This book challenges that view and argues 
that their surface differences should not obscure their funda¬ 
mental similarities. 

Searching for an overarching scheme that would help them 
comprehend and summarize American experience. Turner and 
Beard both drew upon European models. Both adopted eclectic 
approaches that inconsistently combined concepts taken from 
the “economic interpretation of history” and from economic 
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determinism. Consequently, they both presented theses that are 
ambiguous and self-contradictory. 

Before we can restate and reappraise either the Turner 
thesis or the Beard thesis, we must try to untangle their con¬ 
tradictory elements and remove their ambiguities. The essays 
collected here are designed to contribute to that process. Since 
they were written ten years apart, they vary in form and con¬ 
tent. But an underlying theme unites them: the impact upon 
American scholarship of European theories of economic deter¬ 
minism and economic interpretation of history. 

In 1949, I became intrigued by the similarity between 
Turner’s and Beard’s ideas that one-to-one relationships ex¬ 
isted between economic developments and other phases of 
American life. And I became intrigued also by the similarity 
between their ideas and those of Achille Loria, an Italian econo¬ 
mist whose system of “economic sociology’ 5 received interna¬ 
tional acclaim during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Some provocative questions suggested themselves: 

Did the frontier thesis owe more to Old World theory than 
to New World experience? Had Loria 5 s theory of “free land” 
tended to misdirect the course of American historiograp hy? 
Would it be accurate to describe both the “Turner thesis” and 
the “Beard thesis” as versions of die “Loria thesis?” Could the * 
difference in their intellectual milieu help to explain the differ¬ 
ence in their emphasis. Turner’s upon geographic place and 
Beard’s upon economic class? 

The essay on Beard and his critics is published in this book 
for the first time. The two e^&ys on Turner and Loria were 
published in Agricultural History and are reprinted here, ex¬ 
cept for minor changes. 

It is a pleasure to acknowledge that the Beard essay bene- 
fitted from critical readings by my wife, Eugenia Singleton Ben¬ 
son, by Daniel Aaron, Carl Auerbach, Daniel Bell, Merrill Jensen, 
James C. Malin, and Robert K. Merton, and from the stimulating 
company of Fellows at die Center for Advanced Study in the 
Behavioral Sciences, 1958-1959. I am also grateful for the re¬ 
sources made available to me by die Director of the Center, 
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Ralph W. Tyler, and by its other administrative officers, Pres¬ 
ton S. Cutler and Jane A. Kielsmeier. And I am also grateful 
to Mary Hurt for her patience and skill in translating a hand¬ 
written scrawl into a typewritten manuscript. 

I am indebted to many people, but particularly to Dr. Le- 
land C. DeVinney and the other officers of the Rockefeller 
Foundation who recommended generous support of an ex¬ 
ploratory study designed to adapt to historiography procedures 
developed in other disciplines. The study has been carried out 
at the Bureau of Applied Social Research and the Beard essay 
is the first of a series of publications reporting upon its results. 

Bureau of Applied Social Research 
Columbia University 
November 1959 
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Part One 


<?y& HT T.T.F. LORIA’S INFLUENCE 
ON AMERICAN ECONOMIC 

THOUGHT: Including His 
Contributions to the Frontier Hypothesis* 


IN RECENT YEARS a mantle of obscurity has fallen over 
the name and reputation of the Italian economist, Achille Loria. 
Yet, in the last two decades of the nineteenth century, his sys¬ 
tem of “economic sociology” was of primary importance, and 
contemporary observers placed him among the foremost acade¬ 
micians of the time. His theories concerning the role of land 
in the social process profoundly influenced both European and 
American thought. Thus there is a warrant for attempting to 
rescue him from an undeserved obscurity. 

* Reprinted from Agricultural History , 24:182-199 (October 1950). 

[1] 
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A. 

Loria 7 s Career, the Origin of His Ideas, 
and His General Influence 


Loria was bom in Mantua, Italy, on March 2, 1857, and his 
long life, ending on November 6, 1943, was marked by an 
amazing literary productivity. 1 A bibliography of his publi- 

cations up to 1932 alone comprised some 884 separate titles; 
and numerous others appearing thereafter could be listed. Re¬ 
ceiving the degree of doctor of laws in 1877 at the University 
of Bologna, he continued his schooling under two leading con¬ 
temporary Italian economists, Luigi Cossa at Pavia and Angelo 
Messedaglia at Rome. After being sent abroad by the Italian 
government to pursue advanced studies at Berlin with A. H. G. 
Wagner, C. L. E. Engel, and August Meitzen, he later climaxed 
his researches in the British Museum. There, in the summer of 
1882, indefatigable reading in Htde-knowm English books, tracts, 
and pamphlets of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
resulted in a system of thought, based upon land, which was to 
pervade all Ms subsequent work. 2 

Upon returning to Italy from Berlin in 1881, Loria taught at 
the Univeraty of Siena, later at Padua, and from 1902 to 1932 
he was professor of economics at the University of Turin. In 
the course of a long career, numerous honors were bestowed 


*; Convenient summaries of Loria’s early career with biographical and 
bhliographical details may be found in Johannes Conrad and others, eds., 
Hmdutorterbucb der Stmmcksmscbaften (ed. 3, Jena, 1910), 6 : 522-523; 
J. Espasa and Sons, eds n Endclopedia universal ilustrada Europeo-Ameri- 
(Barcelona, n.d.), 31: 258-262. Hie obituary of Loria by Luigi 
Srmndi, his dose friend and Iterary executor, in the Economic Journal 
(London), 56: 147-150 (March 1946), gives further data and an excellent 
sommaiy of Loria’s views. 
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upon him, among them appointments as Italian correspondent 
of the Royal Economic Society of London from 1896 to his 
death, fellow of the Academia dei Lincei at Rome, 1901, and 
honorary fellow of the American Economic Association, 1926. 
He contributed a multitude of articles and reviews to American, 
English, French, German, and other periodicals, and many of 
his books were translated into foreign languages. One in par¬ 
ticular, La teoria economica della costituzione politica, scored 
a tremendous international success. First published in Italian, 
1886, it soon appeared in French, 1893, German, 1895, and 
English, 1899. 3 

Several of Loria’s articles, written for British and American 
publications during the nineties, give an excellent picture of the 
intellectual atmosphere in which he matured. 4 Describing the 
evolution of economics in Italy, he traced the developments 
which led from the relatively optimistic, laissez-faire views of 
Francisco Ferrara, the founder of the modem school on the 
Peninsula, to the rise of Loria’s own school, called “the landed 
property system of political economy.” True to his concepts, he 
showed how the material conditions peculiar to Italy had at 
every step determined the course of economic theory. Thus, 
in his view, the conflicts of interest in that country, from the 
struggles over unification to the eventual dominance of capitalist 
property relations, were inevitably reflected in political economy. 

Loria spelled out this process in detail, be g i n ni n g with the 
initial period of Franco-American influence (prior to 1870) 
symbolized by Ferrara, through the application of English clas¬ 
sical doctrines, and the subsequent impact of German scholar¬ 
ship. At all points, he thought, these transformations, conflicts, 
and advances, occurring in his lifetime, corresponded to the 
changing structure of the Italian economy. However, with 

3. Ibid., 371; Einaudi, in Economic Journal, 56: 150; Conrad, Hand- 

worterbuch, 6: 522. 

4. Achille Loria, ‘Political Economy in Italy,” Economic Journal 7:450- 
459 (September 1897); “Italian School of Economics,” in R. H. Inglis Pal- 
grave, ed., Dictionary of Political Economy, 2: 460-470 (London, 1896); 
and “Economics in Italy,” American Academy of Political and Social Sci¬ 
ence, Annals, 2: 203-224 (September 1891). 
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capitalism now sovereign (1891), the necessary conditions had 
at last been achieved for economic theory to attain a final and 
permanent definition . 5 This climax was of first importance, he 
concluded, not only for Italian but world economics. 

Upon the economists of Italy who have already had experience of 
die scientific impotence of die schools that will not consider the 
question of landed estate; upon those whose constant object of 
thought and of study is the constitution of landed proprietorship; 
upon them it is incumbent to follow in the path so successfully 
traveled by their great predecessors, and to confront the economic 
theories beyond the Alps, which are the science of darkness, with 
an economic theory eminently Italian, which, based on the analysis 
of landed proprietorship, shall illumine the entire social fabric. 6 

Lories own thinking show’s traces of all the various influ¬ 
ences he enumerated as affecting Italian economic thought 
generally. Although essentially in the classical tradition and 
strongly marked by the Malthus-Ricardian doctrines of pop¬ 
ulation and rent, the imprints of other schools are clearly 
viable. However, as Luigi Cossa pointed out in appraising Loria 
in 1893, his system stemmed from numerous diverse sources, 
from all of which he borrowed but with all of which he dis¬ 
agreed. Among others, David Ricardo, Karl Marx, the German 
historical school, and the evolutionists such as Herbert Spencer, 
are found in Loria, but so, too, are his serious criticisms of each 
one in turn. 7 The judgment of Loria, delivered in 1897, that 
Italian economists as a whole “adopt, and temper by an intelli¬ 
gent eclecticism, methods and systems of the greatest disparity” 
would certainly apply with great force to himself. 8 

5. Thee views are present, more or less, in all the articles listed in the 
preceding footnote, bet see m particular the Annals* 2: 218-^A. 

6. IMd^ 224. 

Lmgi Cbssa, An Introduction to the Study of Political Economy, tr. 
by Louis Dyer iLondon, 1893), 520-5x1. 

Loria 5 grist emphasis upon free land appears to have been essentially 
derived from acquaintance with die works of Benjamin Franklin, Gibbon 
\\ akefieid. Herman Merirale, and Henry George. In addition, the authors 
of numerous pamphlets, tracts, and travel accounts of the seventeenth 
eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries might well be added to this list 
of precursors. 

S. Loria, in Economic Journal, 7; 451. 
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In a word, Loria was a “Lorian”; he was sui generis, a school 
by himself, and an attempt to classify him as a devotee of any 
established school would be doomed to failure. Almost every 
appraisal made by contemporaries familiar with his work laid 
stress on this aspect. Thus, Cossa, under whom Loria had studied, 
cited him as “a man whose mind puts him on a par with any 
one hitherto named [contemporary Italian economists] and 
whose original genius places him above all the rest.” 9 


B. 

Resume of Loria’s System 

If the Intellectual influences upon Loria are difHcult to sep¬ 
arate out without distorting his ideas, the essentials of the system 
itself are fortunately clear and unmistakable. He subscribed to 
a rigidly deterministic economic interpretation of history. Its 
fundamental proposition was that the relationship of man to 
the amount of “free land” available for cultivation holds the 
key to human history. A corollary to this axiom was the Hegel¬ 
ian concept of the unfolding of world history in a series of 
stages, leading at last to a final stage of society. Loria’s version 
of that final society, however, differed radically from that of 
the German philosopher. 10 

Faced with the necessity of demonstrating the validity of his 
system, and writing at a time when the deductive-inductive 
methodological argument was at its height, Loria hit upon the 
idea of using modem colonial countries to verify his abstract 
conclusions. According to him, these modem colonies of Euro¬ 
pean powers recapitulated all the past stages of human expe¬ 
rience. In his renowned work, the lengthy Analisi della propriety 
capitalista, volume i demonstrated his system theoretically and 

9. Cossa, Introduction, 510. . 

10. See the summary of Loria’s views that follows. The footnotes in his 
Analisi della proprieta capitalista (Turin, 1889), 2: 8-15, make clear ms 
debt to Hegel. For a translation of this important chapter, see the appendix 
at the end of this essay. 
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deductively, and volume 2, based upon an intensive analysis of 
American development, proved it historically and inductively. 11 

The ideas embodied in Loria s s system, particularly as worked 
out in the AmtMsi of 1889 and in later works, were but the de¬ 
velopment of a schematic plan embodying underlying principles 
which he had formulated a decade earlier. 12 The brief outline 
which follows is vastly oversimplified and should be read with 
that caution in mind. is 

The ad state of affairs that exists today (1889) in the civi¬ 
lized world under the system of capitalism is not the inevitable 
result of conditions organic to human nature; it is merely the 
outcome of certain historical tendencies that will disappear at 
a later stage of social evolution. All economic phenomena, and 
even in a general way all social evolution, are due to one sole 
cause, namely, agricultural conditions as historically determined 
by the varying degrees of density of population. The relation¬ 
ship between the productivity of the soil and the density of 
the population is the ultioaate factor in determining the various 
historical periods of the economy of nations. 

As long as free lands exist that ran be cultivated by labor 
alone, and where a man without capital may, if he chooses, es¬ 
tablish himself upon an unoccupied area, capitalistic property is 

11. Ibid ^ 2: 1-7. 

12. The letter from Loria’s son to Luigi Einaudi referred to in footnote 
2 slates that the system was worked out in embryonic form in 1876. Fitting 
together the information in Einandi’s 1946 article, and that contained in 
the 1950 letter, it is apparent that the Slimmer of 1882 is the probable date 
when Loria specifically hit upon ‘“free land” as the fundamental key to a 
much more elaborate version of his system. By 1885, he formally employed 
it in hi sFroptto del capitals, which won for him the Royal Prize of the 
Academia del lincei. 

. This outline has been pieced together from numerous sources. See, 
22 particular, Lgo Rabbeno, Loiia’s Landed System of Social Economy,” 
PoMed Science Quarterly, 7; 258-293 (June 1892), especially 258, 269, 
276-282; and Achille Loria, The Economic Foundations of Society, tr. by 

Lsndiey AL Keasbev (London, 1899), 1-9. Keasbey’s translation was made 
from the second French edition, 1893, which in tom was a revision of the 
original Italian. edition of 1886. Set also the chapter in the appendix below. 

In tins outline an attempt has been made wherever possible to keep the 
flavor of the original. For a proper tmdimaandlng of Loria and his influence, 
me reader should examine Rabbeno’s article in fall. 
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out of the question. No laborer is disposed to work for a capi¬ 
talist when he can labor on his own account upon land that 
costs him nothing. Evidently, therefore, while such conditions 
prevail, the laborers will simply take possession of the free lands 
and apply their labor to the soil, adding to this the capital they 
accumulate. Neither interest nor profit can exist, and only a 
relatively simple economy can prevail under these conditions. 
Access to free lands must be cut off in some way before capital 
can produce profits. If, because of the sparsity of population, 
the soil itself cannot be entirely appropriated, access to the free 
lands can only be prevented by subjugating the laborers them¬ 
selves. Thus slavery is introduced, but later on, when the 
declining productivity of the soil has to be offset by labor with 
a higher degree of efficiency, a milder serfdom supplants the 
more brutal slavery. Eventually, the increasing population and 
the diminishing fertility of the soil ends the era of free lands 
cultivatable by labor alone. Then the era of capitalist produc¬ 
tion relations begins, and man, though legally free, actually loses 
his freedom. 

Colonial countries, where free lands abound, offer striking 
illustrations of these propositions, and anyone who has rightly 
comprehended the development of these interesting lands must 
recognize the truth of the above assertion. The evolution of 
colonial economies and institutions under our very eyes enables 
us to grasp the entire course of human development. The his¬ 
tory of the United States, from its first beginnings as an Eng¬ 
lish colony to the present time (1889), furnishes an excellent 
illustration of this principle. 

In the beginning of the English colonies in America, a most 
fertile free soil existed which could be cultivated without capi¬ 
tal, hence no wage class could exist, and the population was 
dispersed. The existence of fertile uncultivated lands rendered 
improvements unnecessary, and the isolation of the producers 
rendered them impossible. Although as a result of these con¬ 
ditions the population was lethargic, a general feeling of com¬ 
fort prevailed. This state of affairs could not last owing to the 
increasing population and the diminishing fertility of the soil. 
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Since wages were incompatible with free land, a system of 
compulsory association was necessary to secure increased effi¬ 
ciency. Slavery was introduced, but though it is more efficient 
than isolated cultivation, after a while the increased efficiency is 
overbalanced by the continuing exhaustion of the soil. Inden¬ 
tured servants were then introduced because as long as free land 
existed it was impossible for a capitalist to get free men to work 
for wages. During all this period the reward of free labor was 
very high because the only other form of production apart from 
forced labor was the small industry, where the entrepreneur 
was at the same time a workman. Thus the beginning of the 
nineteenth century in the United States marked a golden age 
of the laborer. In time, the increase in population again de¬ 
manded a more efficient form of production, property tended 
to become concentrated, large farming superseded small farm¬ 
ing, and the demands of an increasing population acted as in¬ 
centives to industrial inventions. 

In the Lnited States during the nineteenth century a move- 
ment took place similar to the enclosure movements of Europe 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It was caused 
by the same phenomenon, the cessation of free land cultivatable 
by simple labor. Today (1889), small landed properties are 
more characteristic of those States where population Is scanty 
and industries are little developed. However, in the regions 
where population is relatively dense and industry flourishes, 
the ownership of the soil shows a threatening and ever-growing 
concentration, a situation accelerated by injudicious grants of 
government land. 

Once this stage is reached, all the economic and social evils 
of Europe are reproduced. Although at a slower rate, these 
conditions are now also developing in America (1889). It Is note¬ 
worthy that in America this economic transformation goes hand 
In hand with a political transformation. The cessation of eco¬ 
nomic freedom, because of the total occupation of the soil, is 
destroying democratic methods, the glory of early American 
times. The Congress of great democrats, which once charac¬ 
terized the era of independent producers, is being superseded 
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today by a Congress of plutocrats and railway magnates, which 
is the parliamentary expression of an era in which capital pre¬ 
dominates. 

Interestingly enough, these fundamental ideas, roughly out¬ 
lined by Loria in his work on agricultural rent, completed in 
1879 with the title, La rendita fondiaria e la sua elisione naturale, 
coincided in time almost exactly with Henry George’s Progress 
and Poverty , which also focused attention upon the role of 
land in society. However, not only has it been established that 
Loria did not know of George’s work in 1879, but it is a fact 
that there are fundamental differences in the Italian economist’s 
treatment of land. 14 As noted above, Loria was generously 
eclectic, and it is possible, with but a little difficulty, to ascer¬ 
tain the numerous sources upon which he drew. His funda¬ 
mental conceptions are to be found in earlier writers, and he 
made constant use of the works of these predecessors, with de¬ 
tailed comment and explanation. E. Benjamin Andrews paid 
tribute to his “astonishing mastery of economic literature, 
whether standard or recondite, old or recent. In [this] . . • 
respect . . . [he] is second to Roscher alone.” Andrews also 
commented on the fruits of his long study in the British Mu¬ 
seum, 15 as did Luigi Einaudi in his obituary of Loria, published 
in the Economic Journal: “I never met a man who could quote 
from memory so many forgotten English books, tracts and 
pamphlets of the eighteenth and of the first half of the nine¬ 
teenth centuries.” 16 

14. Rabbeno, in Political Science Quarterly , 7: 259 n. 1, 262, 266, also 
n. 3. The date of publication of Loria’s La rendita fondiara e la sua elisione 
natwrale is frequently given as 1880, but the preface is dated Oct. 29, 1879. 
The earlier year is used in Conrad’s Handworterbuch. It is quite possible 
that Loria saw George’s book by 1882, the year when he first became aware 
of die importance of free land. 

15. Review by E. Benjamin Andrews of Loria’s Analisi in the Political 
Science Quarterly , 5: 717 (December 1890). In a most flattering review 
of another work by Loria in the Economic Journal , 4: 82 (March 1894), 
James Bonar placed Loria above all others as “thoroughly conversant with 
the literature of his subject in almost every European language.” 

16. Einaudi, in Economic Journal, 56:148. 
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Loria’s own contribution was to combine and fuse the ideas, 
suggestions, philosophies, and methods of extremely diverse 
thinkers into an elaborate, minutely worked-out, historical sys¬ 
tem in which the evolution of human societies was traced upon 
strikingly novel lines. It is not that he originated the ideas of 
economic determinism, free land, and stages in human history, 
nor that he alone promulgated them at the time, but his appli¬ 
cation and fusion of these concepts resulted in a system pecul¬ 
iarly his own. This point, almost universally acknowledged by 
contemporary reviewers, needs to be emphasized because of its 
importance in assessing Loria’s impact upon subsequent eco¬ 
nomic thought. Otherwise, the inadequacies of the brief sketch 
given above may mislead modem readers familiar with the fact 
that numerous writers dealt with much of the same material in 
the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 17 


c. 

Introduction of Loria to American Scholars 


In the decade of the eighties, following his volume on agri¬ 
cultural rent, Loria published three more works which rounded 
out Ms description of the economic baas of political, social. 


17 * Respite the fact that many others dealt with these subjects, Loria’s 
role m promulgating- such concepts received wide recognition. Some notion 
of this may be gained by the fact that Edwin R. A. Seligman, in his famous 
senes of articles on “The Economic Interpretation of History,” found it 
necessary to chastise the "many critics in England, France and Italy . . . 
[who] have hailed Lork as the originator of the doctrine of economic 
interpretation. Even Professor Keasbey [American translator of Loria’s 
work] is not entirely free from this error.” Political Science Quarterly , 17: 
297 n. 1 (June 1902). At an earlier date, 1893, Seligman came close to, if he 
did not actually commit, the same error himself; see ibid., 8: 751-755 (De- 
cemter 1%) iKffttmlarly 752. The degree of originality attained by Loria 
m all phases^ of his work was also attested to by men of the stature of Luigi 
Rabbeeo, James Bornr, E. Benjamin Andrews, 
brank W. Taussig, and Henry R. S. Seager; others might be named. For 
atapons of their views, see footnotes 1, 7, 13, i 5 , 38, and 52 of 
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literary, and religions ideas and institutions. This series of books 
culminated in the massive Analisi della proprieta capitalista 
(1889), a work which won for its author widespread acclaim. 
In Italy the zenith of his influence was accordingly in the nine¬ 
ties, and Luigi Einaudi is authority for the statement that no 
young student of economics in that decade neglected to read 
the Analisi. 18 By 1896, Loria could list as partial or thorough¬ 
going adherents of the “landed property system of political 
economy” at least twelve well-known Italian academicians. 1 

Nor was Loria’s influence limited to the Peninsula. Despite 
the grave handicap that none of his major works was translated 
out of the original Italian until 1893, his theories received wide¬ 
spread attention on the Continent in the eighties. 20 When^ La 
ieoria economica della costituzione politica (1886) was revised 
and translated into French in 1893, it reached a much larger 
audience and created even more of a stir than had the original. - 

The man probably most responsible for bringing Loria 
to the attention of American scholars was Edwin R. A. Selig- 
man of Columbia University. As early as 1886, he pointed to 
the increasingly important role played by Italians in economic 
theory, and his interest in them continued thereafter. -- An 

18. Einaudi, in Economic Journal, 56: 148. 

19. Loria, in Palgrave, Dictionary, 2: 469. . l . _ 

20. in the 1893 revised edition of his 1886 work, Loria wryly pointed 
out that his theory had at least the merit of calling forth numerous ob¬ 
jections from eminent critics. See “In Answer to Some Objections, in his 
Economic Foundations, 355-379. ' 

21. See the reviews of this work by Edwin R. A. Seligman in the Po¬ 

litical Science Quarterly, 8: 751-755 (December 1893); and by James Bonar 
in the Economic Journal, 4: 76-82 (March 1894). . 9 

Although I hesitate to appear guilty of exaggerating Lonas influence 
unduly, I wish to call attention to the close parallel between the ideas m 
Loria’s books and Charles A. Beard’s economic interpretation of history 
as expounded, for example, in his The Economic Bases of Politics (New 
York, 1922). Compare part 3, ‘The Economic Foundations of Politics, in 
Loria’s Economic Foundations (1899), with Beard’s work. Of particular 
interest is Loria’s chapter on “Property and Politics” and Beard’s chapter 
on “The Doctrines of the Philosophers.” See also pp. 96-100 of this book. 

22. Seligman’s review of Giomale degli economisti, in the Political 
Science Quarterly, 1: 704 (December 1886). Support is lent to this sup¬ 
position by a letter from Henry R. S. Seager to Richard T. Ely m 1893, 
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excellent linguist, Seligman frequently reviewed Italian books for 
the Political Science Quarterly y of which he was an editor. As 
a result of a flattering review in 1889 of one of his books, an 
Italian, Ugo Rabbeno, wrote to Seligman in January 1890, ex¬ 
pressing a desire to correspond regularly. 23 Seizing this oppor¬ 
tunity to get an authoritative article on recent developments in 
Italian economics for Ms Quarterly y Seligman obtained a promise 
from Rabbeno to do such a review. 24 Originally it had been 
scheduled for publication in 1890, but Rabbeno’s personal af¬ 
fairs intervened and it was not actually printed until September 
1891. 25 During the course of their correspondence, Rabbeno 
indicated his great enthusiasm for Loria, 26 and particularly his 
Analisi y but Seligman expressed reservations concerning aspects 
of the Lorian system. As a result of this interchange Rabbeno 
wrote a long critique, printed in the June 1892 Quarterly under 
the tide, “Loria’s Landed System of Social Economy.” 

This critique was not the first to present Loria’s work fa¬ 
vorably to the American audience. Possibly as a result of the 
Rabbeno-Seligman correspondence, E. Benjamin Andrews had 
already reviewed the Analisi in the Political Science Quarterly 
for December 1890. Xo author could hope for a better notice. 

Italy has long been giving us much of our best economic literature, 
and this is her masterpiece. Already well known . . . Loria now 
presents his magnum opus. ... Hie bread scope of the Analysis 
affords space and occasion for review of every cardinal topic in 
political economy,—population, value, money, interest, taxation,— 
and upon none of them does Loria fail to show himself a master 27 


quoted in footnote 52 below, as wei as other material presented in this 

essay. 

23. Rabbeno to Seligman, Jan. id, 3890, in tie Seligman Papers at Co- 
Itamtm L Diversity. All Seligman cocxespoodence cited hereafter is in this 

COtflBCBOD. 

24. Rabbeno to SeSgman, FA. 22, 1%©. 

t i 2S ; ^ S ?- • R f > ^ eao - “ T1,e P«sent Condition of Political Economy in 
My Fobbed Science Quarterly, 6: 439-473 (September 1891). Seligman 
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Pointing out that “Loria’s main thesis is that profits arise 
solely from the suppression of free land,” Andrews proceeded 
to summarize the first volume, but gave little notice to the 
second except to comment that it was “a most valuable addi¬ 
tion to economic history.” This flattering review appears to 
be the earliest analysis of Loria’s ideas in an American scholarly 
journal. 

The next year Loria’s views on the history of the United 
States were presented even more forcefully to American schol¬ 
ars. Not only did Rabbeno’s piece appear in the Political Science 
Quarterly with a statement that his colleague’s work was im¬ 
portant enough to warrant a forthcoming separate article, but, 
in the same month, September 1891, the Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science carried Loria’s own 
description of “Economics in Italy,” including a brief discussion 
of his system. 23 Immediately thereafter, the October issue of the 
Quarterly Journal of Economics appeared with a short article 
by Loria on “The Landed Theory of Profit.” 29 This contribu¬ 
tion had been elicited in response to the highly polemical 
discussion raging in that periodical on the then “burning ques¬ 
tion” of profit and capital, in the course of which James Bonar 
had called attention to Loria’s work upon those topics. 

In capsule form, Loria presented his views on American 
history, seeking to justify the position that social classes were 
not the product of human nature but the result of historic 
factors. 

, . . it is especially to researches in the economic development of the 
United States that I owe this conviction. In fact, the study of this 
marvelous development has shown me that, so long as there is free 
land which can be cultivated without capital, profit is impossible. 
. . . Profit, then, is only the corollary of the lack of free land, which 
takes away from the laborer all option and establishes economic 
servitude. 

All Americans who know the history of their enchanting land 


28. Loria, in Annals, 2: 203-224. 

29. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 6 : 108-m (October 1891). 
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will readily recognize that it gives a striking illustration of these 
views, 30 

And Loria went on to show how the landed theory of profit 
explained the democratic features of the United States, the 
existence of slavery and the behavior of the planter aristocracy, 
and to indicate that American protectionism, the indirect sys¬ 
tem of taxation, and many other developments could easily be 
explained by Ms doctrines. 31 Thus, in the space of two months, 
the three leading American scholarly periodicals had all brought 
the Italian economist to the attention of their readers. 

Despite this effective publicity, it was probably in 1892 
that the details of Loria’s system became really well known in 
the United States for the first time. The April number of the 
Quarterly Journal of Economics carried a short article paying 
tribute to Loria’s free land theory, hut terming its postulates 
exaggerated, 32 and in June, Rabbeno’s second paper—a 36-page 
exposition and analysis— appeared. 33 When the intense interest in 
the land question at this time, and the importance of the Po¬ 
litical Science Quarterly as a scholarly medium, are kept in 
mind, the generalization is warranted that few careful, up-to- 
date students were unaware of Loria’s views thereafter. 

The next year was to see Loria’s stock boosted even higher, 
for it was marked by the appearance of the French edition of 
the 1886 work dealing with the explicit relationsMps between 
economic and social history. Entitled Les Bases economique de 
la constitution sociale y it was hailed by Edwin R. A. Seligman in 
the Political Science Quarterly with these striking sentences: 

This is a most remarkable book. In the original Italian edition it 
made a considerable stir. In its present form it is destined to make 

fax more of a stir; for it is bold and original, and deals with the 
most fundamental of all questions—that of human progress. 

30. ttii, 108-109. 

31. lbid n no. 

32. C A. Conigliani, “Professor Loria s Theory of Profit,” ibid- 6 : 344- 

346 (April 1892). J 

33. “Loria's Lauded System of Soda! Economy,” Political Science Quar¬ 
terly, 7: 258-293 (jane 1892). 
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Professor Loria really makes two points: first* that the growth 
of law, politics and morals is based primarily on economic relations; 
second, that the evolution of economic relations is the simple work¬ 
ing out of one cause—the suppression of free land. 34 

Seligman’s review was, however, by no means an unmixed 
panegyric. Emphasis upon the economic basis of social relations 
and the erudition displayed in working out the details of this 
process won lavish praise, but Loria’s concept of the role played 
by free land in the discussion was dismissed as immature and 
unproven. However, Seligman concluded by noting that an 
English translation was underway, and “If any work of the 
last decade deserves this distinction it is surely that of the 
talented and erudite Paduan professor.” 35 

Actually, it was not until 1899 that Lindley M. Keasbey was 
finally able to publish his translation, entitled, The Economic 
Foundations of Society . Fortunately, some letters of the Selig- 
man-Keasbey correspondence relative to the translation have 
been preserved, and they help to reveal the importance attached 
to Loria’s work by leading economists. Thus, despite Seligman’s 
reservation on free land, he maintained the book was so impor¬ 
tant that “we must get this English version out,” and his feel¬ 
ings on the matter were essentially shared by Simon N. Patten 
and Jeremiah Jenks. 36 It is important to note, however, that 
even Keasbey, who extravagantly admired Loria’s work, found 
it impossible completely to accept his views on land and ex¬ 
pressed some criticism in the preface to the translation. 37 

34. Seligman, in ibid., 8: 751-752. 

35. Ibid., 755. 

36. Keasbey to Seligman, Nov. 10, 1895. 

37. Loria, Economic Foundations, ix. T. N. Carver, reviewing this edi¬ 
tion in the Political Science Quarterly, 15: 143-147 (March 1900), acutely 
observed (p. 145) that Loria’s views, despite wide reading, were derived 
mainly from observations based on his native environment where landed 
property operated in somewhat the manner described by the Italian econo¬ 
mist. Edward A. Ross, in his “Recent Tendencies in Sociology,” Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, 16: 552-553 (August 1902), also pointed out that 
Loria’s exaggerated notion of universal laws stemmed from Italian experi¬ 
ence. 
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Similarly, in 1895, Frank W. Taussig, reviewing one book 
by Loria, and another by his disciple, Rabbeno, put forth a 
mixture of grave doubts with high praise: 

To the present writer [Taussig] the theory of pristine equality and 
of free land, which is the foundation of this new philosophy, seems 
untrue to history and weak in logic; the application of that theory 
to the explanation of all economic and social development, seems 
forced and artificial. ... It is inevitable, therefore, that he [Taussig] 
should dissent. . . . Rut such dissent is not inconsistent with a high 
respect for the learning and the ability of the author, or a cordial 
appreciation of the brilliant talents which he has again shown. . . . 3S 

And referring to Rabbeno’s application of free land to Ameri¬ 
can tariff history, Taussig wrote: 

The boldness and b rillian cy of Professor Loria’s work, and the sug- 

gesnveness and ingenuity of his generalizations, not unnaturally 
tempt to emulation. But it may be doubted whether the keys to the 
understanding of the industrial development of the United States 
have been found by either the leader or the disciple . 39 

One further quotation from a review by E. Benjamin An¬ 
drews in 1899 might fairly well summarize the general American 
reaction to Loria at the end of the decade: 

The great value of Loria’s contribution to economic science is his 

demonstration of the vital part played in human history by men’s 
relation to the land. This, Ms central thesis, may be said to have 
been pretty successfully made out, and Ms work upon it entitles 
him to a permanent and Mgh place among economic thinkers. But 
that mens relation to the land takes effect in the precise ways fig- 

Taussig s review of Leila’s Problems socials coniemporanei. in the 
Poltjcd Science Quarterly ^ 10: 538 (September 1895). 

_ ,? 9 - s extended review of Ugo Rabbeno’s American CoTmnercial 

"T rj? ® ds e Journal of Economics, 10: 108 (October 1895). 

Urn work by Rabbeno is an excellent example of the application of Loria’s 
system to a phase of American economic development. As such it helps 
*h e handicap of not having Loria’s Analisi in English, and it 
is worm the attention of those readers whose curiosity has been aroused 

by the necessarily overamplified sketch of the Italian’s system. 
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tired out by Loria is far less clear, despite the mass of apparent 
evidence with which he seeks to substantiate his analyses. 40 


D. 

Lories Influence on Richard T. Ely 

At least one outstanding American economist was greatly 
influenced by Loria’s free land theory. A comparison between 
Richard T. Ely’s An Introduction to Political Economy of 1889 
and his 1893 Outlines of Economics unmistakably reveals the 
power of Loria’s fine Italian hand. The contrast between the 
two works is definite and sharp, and as Ely himself pointed out 
in the preface, although his original intention had been merely 
to revise the Introduction (1889), the result was virtually a 
new book. 41 Fortunately, Ely’s papers have been preserved, and 
by using * them it is possible to reconstruct some of the events 
that lay behind this development. 

As a result of a disagreement with President Daniel Coit 
Oilman over his future status, Ely left Johns Hopkins Univer¬ 
sity in 1892 to assume the directorship of the newly created 
School of Economics, Political Science, and History at the 
University of Wisconsin. 42 Among the graduate students in his 
first seminar that fall was H. H. Powers, a former professor of 
French at Oberlin College who had resigned from that position 

40. E. Benjamin Andrews’ review of Achille Loria’s La costituzione 
economica odiema, in the Political Science Quarterly, 14: 719-720 (De¬ 
cember 1899). 

41. Richard T. Ely, Outlines of Economics (college ed.. New York, 
1893), v-vi. 

42. Richard T. Ely, Ground Under Our Feet: An Autobiography 
(New York, 1938), 175-176. A valuable discussion of this development and 
the role played by Turner in bringing Ely to Wisconsin is found in Merle 
Curd and Vernon Carstensen, The University of Wisconsin, A History 
(Madison, 1949), 1: 630-639. 
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because of a growing interest in economics and sociology. 43 
Powers 1 grasp of these subjects must have impressed Ely because 
he was asked to assist the latter in revising the 1889 Introduc¬ 
tion* According to Ely, he had only anticipated help which 
could be passed over perfunctorily in the preface, but the total 
aid received was so great that it became necessary to make 
particular acknowledgement of it and to declare the product 
a joint effort. 44 

It is possible that one element of Powers’ aid lay in giving 
Ely a better picture of Loria’s system than he could have ob¬ 
tained by merely reading the article in the Political Science 
Quarterly. Just prior to joining Ely’s seminar in the late summer 
of 1892, Powers, already a gifted linguist, had spent several 
weeks in My traveling with Emory R. Johnson. Loria’s system 
was then creating something of a sensation, and possibly they 
heard it referred to during their stay there. 45 However that 
may be, the minutes of Ely’s seminar reveal that at the October 

1892 meeting, a student named Samuel Edwin Sparling gave 
a review of the article on Loria in the Political Science Quar¬ 
terly for June 1892 46 Hence it is dear that Ely, and all his grad¬ 
uate students present that day, became acquainted with the 
theories of the Italian economist, at least as early as October. 


oZy' - W* 9 ** m Ae my Pa P ers at Wisconsin 

Sooeiy. All My correspondence hereafter cited is in this 

44- Ply* Qudmer, v-vL 

Lom ^ ^5* ** i 8 9 2 * Johnson did not mention 

’ Aranem graduate students abroad in those years 

,v fo " owi ”s ^ opo= 

™ opmded 'a u*'? f coo !»“ 1 °“ 

son received his MUtt? • r 4^- John- 

wdi Powers’ ability, and in a S S rT?, ' 2? ™ S^dy impressed 
mended that Powers be given a fefloushifk ecoS« ^ 

4 b. Econonac Seminary- Minutes, p. 7 , in Ae Ely Papers. 
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It was probably due to Powers’ linguistic abilities that 
Loria’s theories came to play so large a role in the 1893 edition 
of Ely’s Outlines of Economics. The letters from Powers to 
Ely show that he actually wrote the greater part of the revised 
edition, although this writing was done under the general super¬ 
vision of Ely. The same letters also indicate that the book was 
written in the early months of 1893, following the seminar dis¬ 
cussion of the Political Science Quarterly article. 47 Indisputable 
evidence exists that Powers could read Italian at the time, and 
Loria’s untranslated work on agricultural rent, La rendita fon - 
diara e la sua elisione naturale (1879), is listed in the bibliography 
of the college edition. 4S 

Unfortunately, no footnotes were employed in the Outlines, 
but the transformation from the 1889 edition would alone appear 
to be convincing testimony as to the impact of Loria’s doc¬ 
trines. The differences in the treatment of the two key subjects 
of wages and rent are particularly pertinent because these topics 
are standard, fairly precise, and are defined at some length. In 
the 1889 version, Ely gave the classical definitions of Ricardian 
rent, and “the iron law of wages,” using those exact words in 
referring to the latter. 49 The 1893 book introduced a most 
important change in the wages question. There is no longer any 
mention of the iron law of wages operating in the United 
States. On the contrary, the view is given that the American 
workingman had been more fortunate than his English cousin: 

Through our industrial history to the present he has been able, 
by going a reasonable distance, to find cheap or free land where 


47. Powers to Ely, Feb. 3, 4, 6, 16, Apr. 5, June 14, 1893, Jan. 3, Oct. 4, 
30, 1894. 

48. Sometime after graduation from the University of Wisconsin in 
1882, Powers studied French and Romance philology for 26 months in Paris. 
Powers to Ely, May 1, 1893. That Powers could read Italian is evident from 
his review of a book in that language for the Annals, 3: 658 (March 1893). 

It is interesting that the University of Wisconsin, so far as can be 
learned today from a study of the university library records, has never 
possessed a copy of Loria’s La rendita fondiara. This suggests that Powers 
or Ely probably owned a copy personally. 

49. Richard T. Ely, An Introduction to Political Economy (New 
York, 1889), 215-216, 221-225. 
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he could earn an independent living. Under such circumstances it 
te ten mpo^ble f„ ^ presu „ „ f conlpedd<>n “ C ™ r k^u?iS 

»dd3] a “ fi ° 8 >' » W Italic, 

of l! W a -7^ protective tanff which has kept up the wages 

' ri Aat f eSOUrce ’ which has thus far tempered thI S 

results unless new*??^ “f* f sa ? pears we ma y look for different 

results unless new safeguards take its place. 50 

Tn 7? anal , ysi f 0f rent shows eqTiaUy significant modifications. 

WitS’w 1 p the T kte ^? 00 ^ 4 ChaptCr 15 entitled “ Rent With and 
the^ss f rCe and there “ 110 suggestion of this factor in 

Je 1889 Introduction. 51 Hence, despite the lack of direct cita- 

f n ’ to he httle doubt that Loria’s doctrines were 

of considerable importance in the writing of a textbook which 

“* Ch %? flpe Course of economic thought in the 
Umted ^tes T^s conclusion is reinforced by the knowledge 
that m later life Ely often quoted from Loria’s works and cor¬ 
responded on occasion with him. 52 


fflJtof h 54 ' 5 j ? W l80 ' l8 i ^ book Ely’s treat- 

appeais to hLe * ffe f ent *an in the 1889 edition and 

,68 - , 7 s - 

'western Univemtv is amlmnttr £ e economics department at North- 
quoted from Loria. Letter from feL v tJlat Ely frequently 

librarian, to the author Apr. •» - rj-n \f ^Northwestern University 
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maintained that in spite of Rom ?’ May ”• lS 93- Seager 
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and German work. However “Loria j ^, a reflection of English 
of careful studv. He has an ™-?m 1 ^ seems really worthy 

Under'O^F^, In Ely’s 
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E. 

Frederick Jackson Turner's Debt to Loria 


An even more striking transformation in the same period 
is apparent in the work of Ely’s young Wisconsin colleague, 
Frederick Jackson Turner, then a professor of history at Madi¬ 
son. In this respect, the publication in 1938 of Turner’s early 
essays is of the greatest value in tracing the indirect role played 
by Loria in the formulation of the frontier thesis. 53 Although 
Turner acknowledged the influence of the latter’s work in his 
famous essay of 1893, the brevity of the citation there given has 
to date effectively prevented discovery and recognition of the 
great debt owed by him to the Italian economist. Yet, reading 
the early Turner essays in sequence, against the background of 
Loria’s prominence in the early nineties, and recognizing the 
penetration of the free land doctrine into the work of Ely— 
Turner’s then colleague, friend, and former teacher—the exist¬ 
ence of the debt would appear to be unmistakable. Fortunately, 
in addition to a brief quotation from Loria by Turner, an 
abundance of internal evidence exists to clarify the relationship. 

As early as 1889, the young Wisconsinite, Turner, in a re¬ 
view of Theodore Roosevelt’s The Winning of the West, had 
definitely indicated his awareness of the importance of westward 
expansion in American history. 54 Nevertheless, despite such 
awareness, and despite the fact that, as James C. Malin has put 
it, ideas concerning the importance of free land were clearly “in 

53. The Early Writings of Frederick Jackson Turner, with a list of all 
his works compiled by Everett E. Edwards and an introduction by Fulmer 
Mood (Madison, 1938). 

54. Dial, 10: 71-73 (August 1889). In numerous articles, Fulmer Mood 
has presented an excellent analysis of Turner’s early writings, and the 
frontier concept generally, which are indispensable for a proper evaluation 
of Turner. I have greatly benefited from studying them and from Mood’s 
generosity in making available to me unpublished research notes of the 
highest value. 
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the air,” 85 the crux of the matter is that, as late as the fall of 
1891, Tomer had far from crystallized his thinking on what later 
came to be known as the frontier thesis. In October and Novem¬ 
ber of that year, he published an essay titled “The Significance of 
History.” 56 Although the germs of some later formulations can 
be traced to it, and to earlier work, this essay makes clear that 
Turner was quite uncertain and unassured in his grasp of the 
historical development of the United States. Though American 
history was often alluded to, there was no discussion of the 
stages of growth, its importance as a laboratory for social sci¬ 
ence, the landed basis of American democracy, etc. On the 
contrary. Turner was somewhat dissatisfied and pessimistic con¬ 
cerning the ability of scholars to understand American history. 
In context, if not otherwise, the following quotation tends to 
support this judgment: 

The story of the peopling of America has not yet been written. We 
do not understand ourselves [italics added ]. 57 

However, when we turn to the very next essay in the volume, 
first published on November 4, 1892, and probably written in 
late October, 55 a completely different situation obtains. The 
tone of “Problems in American History” is definitely mtlilm 
its predecessor’s. In the 1892 work, the thirty-one-year-old 
Tomer is now boldly assured, self-confident, unequivocal. The 


68 (4prifi944)" MaKn ’ '' Space 31111 History,” Agricultural History, 18: 67- 
56, Early Writing 43-68. 

Rudolph Freund, “Tomer’s Theory of Social 
Evotanon, Agricultural History , i 9: -8-87 (April 1945). This article first 
caDed my attention to the pessimistic note in Tomer, as well as to the idea 
stated below that he did not see the census bulletin before 189-- 

71 - 83 - I am indebted to Fulmer Mood "for the in- 
famnwn snaestnig that the essay was composed in late October. Turner’s 
opening words refer to a recent conversation with a leading State Senator 
A s^aal session of the Wisconsin legislature was called for Oct. 17 1802 
and tins session probably brought about the meeting. Several other facts 
tmd to reinforce this conclusion-chief among them being Turner’s char¬ 
acteristic: habit of putting off writing until the very last, and the tremendc^s 
amount of his nme consumed earlier in the year arranging for Ely’s com¬ 
ing to Wisconsin and the creating of the new schooL^ 7 
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essay Is filled with sweeping and unqualified generalizations, and 
some previous judgments are completely reversed. For example, 
he was now highly scornful of Hermann Eduard von Holst’s 
study of the Constitution, whereas, in 1891, he had flatteringly 
referred to von Holst, along with James Bryce, as having “shown 
us a mirror of our political life in the light of the political life 
of other peoples.” 59 

Nothing resembling the following declaration had appeared 
in the earlier essay: 

In a sense, American history up to our own day has been colonial 
history, the colonization of the Great West. This ever retreating 
frontier of free land is the key to American development. 69 

Fulmer Mood’s comment upon these sentences is of the great¬ 
est significance: 

In this reference to free land. Turner for the first time in print 
[italics added] put his finger upon the material cause, the funda¬ 
mental economic factor, that he was to stress in his interpretation of 
our history. 61 

What had wrought the great transformation? How had 
Turner discovered that the “ever retreating frontier of free land 
is the key to American development”? Sufficient evidence now 
exists definitely to rule out the possibility that the famous census 
bulletin was responsible. For one thing, Turner, in the essay 
itself, clearly revealed that he could not possibly have seen the 
bulletin, announcing the end of the frontier, in time for it to 
have affected his thinking. 

Study the maps in Scribner's Statistical Atlas in which the settled area 
is colored for the various census periods, and you will perceive that 
the dark portion flows forward like water on an uneven surface; here 
and there are tongues of settlement pushed out in advance, and cor¬ 
responding projections of wilderness wedged into the advancing 
mass. The map for the next census will show gaps filled in, and the 
process repeated on a nev) frontier line [Italics added]. 62 


59. Early Writings, compare 61 with 71-72. 

60. Ibid*, 72. 

61. Ibid*, 37-38. 

62. Ibid^ 75. 
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Moreover, the publication by Wendell H. Stephenson in 1945 
of some correspondence between Turner and Woodrow Wilson 
demonstrates the validity of the interpretation. 63 Turner sent 
Wilson a copy of his “Problems in American History,” pub¬ 
lished on November 4, 1892. The latter followed the doctrine 
of this essay closely in an extremely critical review of Goldwin 
Smith s work on American politics, which he published in the 
Forum for December 1893 « In this review, Wilson specifically 
stated that the frontier still existed. Thus, Turner clearly could 
not have made any marginal comment, if he had learned, sub¬ 
sequent to completing his article, that the frontier was gone. 

If not the census bulletin, what then was responsible for 
the transformation in Turner’s essays? Could it have been the 
result of his learning about Loria’s work? Even if no other evi¬ 
dence existed than the material presented in the preceding pages, 
the presumption would be quite strong that this was the case, 
unless a most astounding coincidence had occurred. Fortunately, 
it is unnecessary to depend upon such circumstantial logic to 
sustain die point. Turner himself specifically pointed out that 
the "Problems” essay was the foundation for the more famous 
"Frontier paper of 1893, 65 arl d this celebrated essay contains 
a most important quotation from Loria, which is not only a fun¬ 
damental part of the paper, but furnishes the basis for the entire 
section on the frontier as a field for “comparative study of social 
development.” 

In addition, a plethora of internal evidence exists in both 
essays which clearly establishes the close relationship between 
the Italian economist’s free land system and Turner’s own views 
Taken in conjunction with still other data, there appears to be 
little reason to question the assertion that Loria was, if not the 


Frederick" I i _® re J >fae £ s ° n ' .“The Influence of Woodrow Wilson on 
Fredenck Jackson Turner,” Agricultural History, i 9 .- * 53 (October 1945). 

“Mr. Goldwin Smith’s ‘Views’ on Our Political 
Hisrarv, Forum, 16: 494-495 (December 1893). 

63. Early Writings, 185 a. 
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most important, at least a most important influence upon the 
Turner hypothesis. 66 

As noted above, positive written evidence exists that Loria’s 
system was being seriously discussed on the Wisconsin campus 
by Richard T. Ely. In view of the extremely close relation be¬ 
tween the two professors (Turner having been very influential 
in bringing Ely to Wisconsin) and the equally close relations 
between the history and economics departments generally, 67 it 
seems unlikely that Turner would fail to share some of Elys 
interest in Loria. In addition, it is more than likely that Turner 
read the Political Science Quarterly, since at that time it was 
the sole scholarly periodical which regularly carried articles 
and reviews on American history, and that therefore he read, 
or soon heard of, the article by Rabbeno. 68 

These speculations aside, the opening paragraphs of Prob¬ 
lems in American History” reveal, to this writer at least, un¬ 
mistakable evidence of Loria’s views. Turner began the essay 
by repeating almost word for word some observations made by 
him in the 1889 review of Roosevelt’s The Winning of the West 
concerning the importance of territorial expansion and the fail¬ 
ure of Eastern historians to recognize this factor 69 But some¬ 
thing new was then added. Von Holst, praised the year before, 
was now held up to censure because in his treatment of slavery he 
had failed to take “note of the evolution of political and consti¬ 
tutional institutions resulting from this [territorial] expansion. no 
This new note corresponds closely to Lora’s emphasis that po¬ 
litical and governmental institutions in the United States, during 
the period of slavery and indentured servitude, differed from 

66. An interesting aspect of this relationship is revealed by the fact 
that in later life Turner spoke of Loria as an important figure in social 
science. Merle Cum of the University of Wisconsin has been kind enough 

to give me this information. . 

67. Ely, Ground Under Our Feet , 179-180; and Cum and Caistensen, 

Wisconsin, 1: 630-641. 

68. This statement is based upon a fairly diligent survey of the contents 
of these journals published from 1886 through 1893. 

69. Early Writings, 71; and Dial, 10: 71-73 (August 1889). 

70. Early Writings, 71-72. 
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those of all other countries with similar economic forms, pre¬ 
cisely because of the vast territorial extent of the country. 71 In 
his Quarterly Journal of Economics article of October 1891 
Lorn had pointed out that Americans employing his system would 
easily be able to understand “the historical necessity of slavery 
Lm the United States] as the only means of obtaining a profit in 
the epoch of free land. . . .**« Further, the Analisi of 1889 con¬ 
tains a long, detailed analysis of the economic, political, and in¬ 
stitutional results of slavery at different times in American 

histoiy, depending upon the amount and quality of free land 
available. 73 

Immediately after the criticism of von Holst in Turner’s 
1892 essay came the famous statement that the “ever retreating 
rontier of free land is the key to American development .” 74 It 
was prease y tins very feature of American development which 
Lorn had already emphasized in pointing to the United States 
as a recapitulation of man’s social and economic development 
Turner was clearly aware of Loria’s concept, and was impressed 
hyit, because m the “Frontier” essay he quoted the Italian’s 

enigma . 5 ^ 1 Umted States held <<the key to the historical 

that^s^hv 2 ^ arner eaUed for a study of the vital forces 
^t lay behind American institutions. The leading role played 

Se^wST* ^ “ U§m ^t the suggestion that 

glni^T commonwealth be studied as a developing or- 

Of course Turner could not 
S Pabi ? ed ” i8 99- However, Lo^s 

Italian V ° W “ * e 

The cadre book elaborated mm great detaiL 

and used America as the Sne^L^e ° f 120(15 “sequences 

72. Lorn, in Quarterly Journal of Economics, 6 : no. 

^d icalia^I have^n “ t “ de \ that 1 

75 - Und^ 198. 
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The institutional framework of the nation may be likened to the 
anatomy of the body politic; its physiology is the social and economic 
life molding this framework to new uses. 76 

Compare these statements with Loria’s formulations: 

The colonies really are ... a political animal from which social 
physiology is able to gamer treasures; they are for economic science 
what the mountains are for geology, since if the latter make the primi¬ 
tive stratifications of the earth accessible to modem science, the col¬ 
onies enable us to read, in the book of the present, pages tom from 
social history. 77 

There is little doubt that Turner’s biological phraseology 
came from Loria because in the “Frontier” essay he also used 
both the “mountain” illustration and the “page in history” il¬ 
lustration. It might be well at this point to reproduce Turner’s 
discussion of Loria, exactly as he gave it in 1893. 

Loria, the Italian economist, has urged the study of colonial life 
as an aid in understanding the stages of European development, af¬ 
firming that colonial setdement is for economic science what the 
mountain is for geology, bringing to light primitive stratifications. 
“America,” he says, “has the key to the historical enigma which 
Europe has sought for centuries in vain, and the land which has no 
history reveals luminously the course of universal history.” He is 
right. The United States lies like a huge page in the history of so¬ 
ciety. Line by line as we read from west to east we find the record 
of social evolution. It begins with the Indian and the hunter. . . . 7S 

The citation that Turner himself appended after the n a m e 
“Loria” in the first line read simply: “Loria, Arnlisi delk Pro- 
prieta Capitalism , ii, p. 15.” No place or date of publication was 
given. This citation was not amplified in any edition of the 
“Frontier” essay with which Turner was directly concerned. 

This passage, thus cited, has many interesting aspects. Chief 
among them for our immediate purpose is the question as to how 
Turner was able to abstract these sentences from a massive, 

76. Ibid^ 73. 

77. Loria, Analisi, 2: 8. For a translation of the entire section, see the 
appendix of this essay. 

78. Early Writings 3 198. 
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complicated, two-volume, economic treatise in a language then 
quite unfamiliar to him. 79 ' 

In view of the close relationships existing among members 
of the School of Economics, Political Science, and History at 
the University of Wisconsin, it is highly probable that Turner, 
as wel as Ely, profited from H. H. Powers’ translation of Loria’s 
work. Direct evidence on this point is not available, but it is 
certain at least that Powers, who minored in history at Wiscon¬ 
sin, knew Turner more than casually. In a letter to Ely, dated 
January 3, 1894, Powers, then teaching at Smith College, wrote 
that the offer to have him return to Madison was tempting and 
he would again like “to work with Ely, [William A.] Scott, and 
Turner.** 80 Furthermore, Ely’s preface, dated June 1893, makes 
it clear that Turner was asked to read and criticize the early 
chapters of the 1893 Outlines, before publication , 81 and we know 
that those chapters were written by Powers. 82 Still another fact 
tends to Indicate the close-knit nature of the Tumer-Ely-Powers 
relationship. The University of Wisconsin has never possessed a 
copy of Loria’s Amlisi , from which Turner quoted, but Ely 
did, and his copy, purchased by the John Crerar Library in 
I 9° 2 slung with other books, now reposes In Chicago. 83 

The passage in Loria given above, and the sentence imme¬ 
diately preceding It in the “Frontier” essay, also demonstrate 
that the Ita lian theorist was the direct source of two of Turner’s 
most important ideas, Le„, American evolution recapitulates all 
the stages of man’s social and economic development, and the 


79. I am indebted to Fulmer Mood for the important information con¬ 
cerning Tamer’s nnfamiliaiity with Italian in 1892 and 1893. Two letters 
by Tomer to Ms mother from Italy, dated Nov. 18, 1900 and Jan. 1, 1901, 
describe his Italian lessons and indicate that he was quite innocent of any 
prior knowledge of the language. 

80. Powers id Ely, Jan. 3, 1894. 

81. The Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle edition of Ely’s Out- 

"?* v. The college edition was issued later and contained additional mi- 

renal, 

fir d 2 ‘;d ^ from ® Hy. Apr. 5 , 1893, informed Ely that the 

lira nine chapters were jSnkhed. 

S3. Louis Kaplan of the University of Wisconsin Library is authority 
for the for statement, and a letter from the librarian of the John Crerar 
Library, Herman HenHe, informed me of the second. 
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corollary that this recapitulation offers an invaluable scientific 
laboratory for the study of the past. 84 The importance placed 
upon these ideas by Turner can be readily grasped by the space 
and emphasis given to them in the 1893 version and in a subse¬ 
quent revision made by him in 1899: 

The history of the United States finds its chief claim to attention in 
its value as a field for the scientific study of social development. The 
speed of setded society into these continental wastes, and the free 
development of a democracy in relation to unoccupied lands, consti¬ 
tute the peculiar features of our national life. 85 

Turner’s brief citation of Loria, quoted above, needs ampli¬ 
fication if the Italian’s influence on him is to be properly under¬ 
stood. In actuality, the paraphrased figures of speech, i.e., the 
“mountain,” “political animal,” and “page in history” figures, oc¬ 
cur on page 8 of volume 2 of the Analisi, and only the sentence 
directly quoted by Turner is on page 15. But this span, pages 8- 
15, includes Loria’s entire chapter titled “The Historical Revela¬ 
tion of the Colonies”! A reading of this chapter (translated and 
printed as the appendix to the present article) would seem to 

84. Loria’s concept is remarkably similar to the recapitulation theory 
of the biologists, i.e., the human embryo recapitulates the evolutionary 
process of the race. The formulation of the concept in these words is bor¬ 
rowed from James C. Malin. 

I must here express my admiration for the keen insight exercised by 
Malin in 1946 while speculating about Loria’s influence upon Turner—the 
first time anyone had emphasized in print the significance of Turner’s 
quotation from the Italian economist. Having nothing more to go on than 
this quotation, he was yet able to reconstruct the actual theory underlying 
Loria’s system and to recognize List and Herder as forerunners of Loria. 
Loria cited these two, among others, as sources. See his Analisi, 2: 8 n. 2. 
Malin has also pointed out the great importance attached to these ideas by 
Turner. See James C. Malin, Essays on Historiography (Lawrence, 1946), 
14-17. 

Fulmer Mood’s contribution to the discussion of this aspect should also 
be noted. In 1939 he pointed to List as a forerunner of Turner in employing 
the “stages of history” concept. See his ‘The Development of Frederick 
Jackson Turner as a Historical Thinker,” Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 
Transactions, 34: 305-307 (Boston, 1943). An excellent discussion of List’s 
system is found in Rabbeno, American Commercial Policy, 325-354. 

85. Early Writings, 279. Note the fundamental contradiction in Turner’s 
thought. American history could not have recapitulated universal history 
if its “peculiar features” dominated the country’s “national life.” 
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leave little question that Turner was greatly dependent upon 
the Andisi while writing both the “Problems” essay of 1892 
and lie ‘frontier” essay of 1893. 

In addition to the similarities in ideas and in phrasing pointed 
out above, numerous other instances of dependence might be 
cited. Thus, compare Loria’s rebirth of mankind in America, and 
the brilliant illumination to be gained by crossing the continent 
from the New York factories to the Dakota fields (from east 
to west, note), with Turners perennial rebirth of Americ an life 
and his description of the process of evolution from west to 
easif® compare Loria’s improvement upon Edward Gans (who 
had placed himself Janus-like upon the Capitoline hill of Rome 
to observe the transit of civilization) by taking the colonies as 
a vantage point, with Turner's stationing his observer at Cum¬ 
berland Gap to fiC watch the procession of civilization”; 87 Loria’s 
transporting men from Elizabethan England to the virginal en¬ 
vironment of America and the resultant social and economic 
metamorphosis, with Turner’s confronting a European with the 
wilderness and the resultant social and economic metamor- 
photis; 8 ® and, fi n ally, though by no means all, Loria’s use of 
Ercakno and Pompeii, those “palimpsests of Nature,” with 
Turners of the same rare term of “palimpsest” in dealing with 
the eastern States as a page in history. 89 

Viewed in this light, a letter from Lorn to Turner, dated at 
Padua on A ugust 18, 1894, appears to take on considerable sig- 


m Amdm f z: 10^15; and Early Writings, 187, 198. Hie material cited 
tmm -Lora is found m the appendix to this part of the book. 

87. Amkst, 2: 15; and Emiy Writings, 199. 

88 . Andisi, 2: 9-10; and Early Writings, 188. 

otfa« t £5 ^ ^Writings, zSj. An excellent illustration of 

% 8h f ^ •« Turner’s use in the 1891 essay of 

£L v fy„ °1 * 5 “ Wmmgs, Sr). As Malin pointed out in his 

T? * 1 9 ’ lde ? Y 35 digged into die essay by the heels, and apparently 

HOTWer ’ **“ » conjnnctio^Lo^ 

'f ™ e “ w , ot ren - as appearance in 1892 becomes quite under- 

oTS,^ appm »'* a SfifT m 

, ’^ere available, parallels equally striking would be 
found in other places, m addition to the Andisi, 2: 8-1 j. 
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nificance. 90 In it, Loria expressed his cordial thanks to Turner 
for having sent him a copy of Orin Grant Libby’s monograph, 
published in June 1894. 91 Indeed, Loria was a logical man to 
receive a copy because the data compiled by Libby may be said 
to have confirmed some of the Italian’s deep-seated convictions. 

A most important aspect of Loria’s work was his description 
of “the economic foundations of politics.” In treating this topic 
he described the political results stemming from the conflict 
between agriculture and industry (broadly defined) under cer¬ 
tain conditions which were present in the early days of the 
American Republic. According to him, the economic conflict 
thus engendered provoked a corresponding political conflict. 
This explained how “the ruling class may come to be divided 
into an agrarian and an industrial party in countries where the 
population is sparse and where land rent does not exist. 92 

Although European parties were also established upon eco¬ 
nomic bases, a host of other considerations prevented purely 
economic ends being sought there. These considerations, how¬ 
ever, were happily unknown to America and therefore 


. . . the divergent revenue interests [rent and profit] can ... be 
perfectly well safeguarded by purely economic laws. Consequently, 
not only the platforms, but also the ends and aims of the American 
political parties are essentially economic in character. It is a perfectly 
well-known fact that the Republican party of die United States, 
which upholds federalism and protection, is composed of the com¬ 
mercial and manufacturing classes; _and that the free-trade and 
States-rights Democratic party recruits its ranis from the class or 
landed proprietors. The straggle between these two parties is thus 
essentially economic, since it corresponds exactly to the most im¬ 
portant division of their revenues. The economic character of Ameri¬ 
can political parties is, indeed, so marked that we see them change 


90. A typewritten copy of this letter, probably made by Turner, is m 

the Ely Papers. , . _ T , x 

01. Orin Grant Libby, The Geographical Distribution of tbe^ Vote of 

the Thirteen States on the Federal Constitution, (Bulletin of die 

University of Wisconsin, Economics, Political Science, and History Senes, 
vol. 1, no. 1. Madison, Wis., 1894). 

92. Loria, Economic Foundations, 154. 
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whenever social conditions or the interests of their members are 
altered in any way. 93 

Several pages later we find this interesting statement: 

Whenever rents prevail in one part of a State and profits in 
ancK''£r, me conflict that breaks out between the two assumes the 
^aracter of a territorial straggle, and sectional politics thus arise as 

.' e 231 ^ natural product of the underlying economic sec¬ 

tionalism. 


Turner had still another reason for sending Libby’s mono¬ 
graph to Loria for approval and comment. His own introduction 
to Libby s work made it clear that he was calling for a series 
o studies ^ devoted to the investigation of economic sectionalism 
m the United States along the lines indicated by Loria, although 
the latter was not mentioned by name . 95 

. 1116 ^tinnity of the relation between Turner and Loria 

k clearly revealed by an incident involving Turner and Selig 
PeriiiMiL In the fall of 1909 Perlman took a course with Turner 
at Wisconsin. Upon learning that he read Italian, Turner asked 
to translate a post card from Loria in that language. This 
note expressed sincere admiration and extravagant praise for 

an mnamed wort by Turner which Loria had received from 
him. 9 ® 


The essential point in citing these strong parallels between 
Lona and Turner is not at all to deal with the question of the 
latter s originality. If that question is deemed to be important in 
its own right, it is irrelevant here. Unquestionably, there were 
mmyoAer influences operating upon Turner, some of which 


93. IMd^ 155. 

**** exam Pl es °f sectional politics given on p. 

Sric bm ** would make even more 
S3 ST d e “. Sendmg “ mo * B ** «> Loda as an American illustra- 
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will be discussed in Part II of this book, and it would be an 
error to attribute the frontier thesis solely to Loria. 97 Neverthe¬ 
less, it does appear to be a reasonable conclusion that all of 
Turner’s prior reading and studying, and the tendencies evident 
in his very early work, were crystallized, illuminated, and 
“fixed” by acquaintance with the Italian’s “landed property 
system of political economy.” 

If this conclusion is justified, it may be of some aid in eliminat¬ 
ing a major obstacle to a satisfactory resolution of the present 
professional uncertainty concerning the validity of Turner’s 
teachings, i.e., the widespread difference of opinion over what 
the frontier thesis contained, and what it should be interpreted 
to mean. No simple question of semantics is here involved, as 
is obvious after reading the literature on the subject. George W. 
Pierson’s account of the results of a questionnaire designed to 
get a clear expression of historical t h i nk i n g about Turner is an 
excellent illustration of the difficulty inherent in the contro¬ 
versy. 98 

The Turner frontier hypothesis, as formulated In his essays 
of 1892 and 1893, contains at least six specific propositions whose 
meaning is now given a new degree of certainty: 

1. The thesis was based on an elaborate and detailed system 
designed to analyze scientifically the structure of all human 
society. 

2. American history was literally a record of historical evo¬ 
lution. 

3. “Free land” literally meant free land, without price, un¬ 
occupied, accessible to all, and capable of cultivation by simple 
manual labor. 


97. For example, Fulmer Mood has convincingly shown die mtomce 
of William F. Allen and Francis A. Walker upon Turner. Sm 
velopment of Frederick Jackson Turner as a Historical Thinker, 

Society of Massachusetts, Transactions, 34: 295-303 (Boston, 1943), and 
“The Concept of die Frontier, 1871-1898,” Agricultural History, 19. 24-3 

^^of^George W. Pierson, “American Historians and the Frontier Hypoth- 
esis in 1941,” Wisconsin Magazine of History, 26: 36-60, 170-185 (bep- 

tember, December 1942). 
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4- The presence or absence of free land was the fundamental 
determining factor in society. 

5- The passing of the frontier literally meant that the safety 
valve was closed. 

6. The closing of the safety valve meant that a new epoch 
in American history was dawning. 

Without laboring the obvious, it should be emphasized that 
these interpretations are restricted to Turner’s original state¬ 
ment, because the later development and application of his ideas 
must be studied as a problem separate from the present one of 
inception. Loria’s system of economics provides not only the 
philosophical and methodological background for Turner’s for¬ 
mulation of his ideas on the significance of the frontier in Ameri¬ 
can history, but Loria’s system supplied the essential theoretical 
content of these six propositions. He who would understand 
Turner must first master Loria. 


F. 

Appendix to Part I: 

Loria s Chapter on u The Historical 
Revelation of the Colonies’ m 


Anyone accustomed to viewing the history of mankind with 
a teleological prejudice would judge the unfolding of the early 
sages of the development of colonies under the very eyes of 
old Europe to be the result of a great and wise predestination, 
ouch a person would maintain that Divine Providence had in¬ 
vented a way to compensate European civilization for those 
wi e gaps in its economic history, which have been neglected 
by historians of all times, for it could be said that Providence 
_ being a new world, which, developing in 


99 * Qiapter i of Lorn, Andisi, 2: 8-15. George Band of the Italian 

dejMnment at Cornell University has kindly nvnsWa ^ chanter and 
read other pertinent portions of the volume. * P r d 




Lories Influence on American Economic Thought [ 35 ] 

full sight of the old one, reveals to the latter its own past. Just 
as Ercalano and Pompeii, those “palimpsests of Nature, have 
petrified an instant of the ancient era, preserving for us a dead 
period still full of life, in the same way the early stages of 
colonial development recreate in the vivacious colors of youth, 
an era which for us is long since past. The colonies really are, as 
[Sir William] Petty would say, a political animal from which 
social physiology is able to gamer treasures; they are for eco¬ 
nomic science what the mountains are for geology, since if the 
latter make the primitive stratifications of the earth accessible 
to modem science, the colonies enable us to read in the book 
of the present, pages tom from social history. Moreover, if it 
is true, as Hegel puts it, that universal history could not have 
revealed itself as a system if it had not been for the Mediter¬ 
ranean, that meeting place of antiquity, then it is also true that 
social history could not be fully explained if the colonies did 
not reveal, in their accelerating progress, the synthesis which 
illuminates it. 

What is the historical synthesis which is revealed to us by the 
colonies? Think of a group of men, living in the England of the 
time of Elizabeth, or James I, and imagine the network of eco¬ 
nomic relations that bind them. In front of them is developing 
a great manufacturing system, which has just come into flower, 
and there is also developing, the system of great landed estates, 
built upon the ruins of patriarchal agriculture. Wealth is con¬ 
centrating in a few hands, a financial oligarchy is taking shape; 
production is increasing, but it is ever more unequally distrib¬ 
uted. In London and Manchester both rich and poor multiply. 
The Gothic structure of the feudal institutions is crumbing, and 
bourgeois property, insatiable in its lust for conquest, is freed. 
It is the beginning of the modem economic system which brings 
in its train a long wake of sorrow, greatness, and infinite misery. 
And now suppose that a fairy like caprice suddenly transports 
these British people who, yesterday, in the cities^ of the United 
Kingdom, assumed those production relations which were based 
upon large-scale industry and the wages system, to a virgin 
region, say to Pennsylvania or Virginia. Strangely enough, those 
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first stage in which either common or small property is pre¬ 
dominant, and it is only in a later period that slavery is in¬ 
troduced. . . . 10 ° 

But even if we limit ourselves to contemplating social evolu¬ 
tion in modern colonies, we can readily grasp the revelation they 
bring to the science of history. If the colonies assume produc¬ 
tion relations opposite to those of the motherland despite the 
psychological identity of their inhabitants and those of the home 
country, if the men transposed into a virgin land themselves 
begin, as a result of necessity, social relations opposite to those 
to which they were subjected in the old land, at the very least 
this indicates that social phenomena, both in the old and new 
fatherland, are not exclusively the result of man, but are partly 
due to physiographical conditions. But then, when one sees that 
the economic relations assumed by the growing colonies present 
a profound identity with those assumed by primitive mankind, 
where the land situation was identical to that of the colonies, 
despite the fact that the social conditioning of the men was 
absolutely different, the most positive conclusion may be reached 
that the cause of social phenomena is not man but rather the 
natural environment. Thus, if we have only two possible factors 
to explain social phenomena, man and the earth; if with a set of 
man-made institutions common to both societies we can have 
completely different social conditions, and with identical landed 
conditions we necessarily have identical social conditions, we are 
forced to conclude that the moving force of the social process 
is land, and man is not the agent of this process but its spectator. 

The importance of this result is easily seen. The theory of 
the economic development of colonies as summarized above 
destroys all philosophical systems which find intelligence, or its 
various manifestations, as the cause of the historical movement of 
mankind. How can we admit Comte and Buckle’s theorem that 
social phenomena are the product of intellectual development, 
or the Hegelian concept that history is the evolving expression 

xoo. An”illustration of this point from ancient and medieval tames is 
omitted from this translation. L. B. 
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fal effects upon the major part of the population of exclusion from 
landed property. 

And a few years later, from the opposite shore of the Atlantic, 
an impartial observer [Henry George] noticed: 

It is not in the relation between capital and labor that one has to 
look for the explanation of the differentiated development of our 
civilization. The basic cause of the inequality in the distribution of 
wealth is the inequality in landed property; for landed property is 
the fundamental phenomena which determines the social, political, 
economic condition of each nation. 

Yes, in the modem age, as in the olden one, landed property is 
the dominating phenomenon of the entire economy; and in this 
respect, the present differs from the past only in the fact that 
the relations of landed property were then responsible for a 
bloody revolution while that is not true of our age; since in the 
olden times developments manifested themselves opposite to 
those noted by [Dietrich Hermann] Hegewisch that finances and 
taxes have provoked frequent revolutions in modern states, but 
this was not so in the ancient ones. 

Such are the results that arise from research into the genesis 
and social development of modem colonies; this is the subject 
with which we propose to deal. Edward Gans, to observe the 
history of law, placed himself on the Capitoline hill and, glancing 
with eyes looking backward and forward simultaneously at both 
pre-Roman and post-Roman history, attempts to deduce from 
their contrast with Roman history, the hidden meaning of man’s 
historical development. We put ourselves in the glorious set¬ 
ting of young liberty and, observing from it the economic de¬ 
velopment of the European world, we wish to abstract from a 
comparison of it with colonial development the profound and 
synthetic meaning of all social development. This research, let 
us admit, requires long and difficult work, but it is well worth 
the effort and repays it abundantly. From the New York fac¬ 
tories and the Dakota fields comes a light, which projected over 
the medieval ruins, over the ruins of antiquity and of the primi¬ 
tive barbarian ages, enlightens them with a sudden splendor. 
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gives life to their fossil remains, interprets the mysterious char¬ 
acters which they have written upon them, and removes their 
secret from them, together with our own secret as well. America 
offers the key to the historical enigma which Europe has sought 
for centuries in vain, and the country that has no history reflects 
and reveals luminously the mystery of universal history. 




Part Two 


The HISTORICAL 

BACKGROUND OF 
TURNER’S FRONTIER ESSAY 


AT THIS LATE DATE in American historiography, 1 it may 
t a commonplace to observe that many of *e 
ascribed to Frederick Jackson Turner were m die «r poor 
to the presentation of his frontier essay m i 93. , ,j 

toriar/have previously indicated that the =*■* * die pubhc 
domain, the westward expansion of the fron , ' 

valve theory, and similar topics commanded considerable 

1. A condensed version of this essay was P^ntedara se^ion of^Ae 
American Historical Association m Chicago on Dec. 2k Yi - 
reprinted from Agricultural History, 25: 50-82 (April 193D. 

[ 4 1 1 
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tion in the closing decades of the nineteenth century. 2 But the 
interesting suggestion has also been made that, although the con¬ 
cept of the frontier was itself old, the particular manner in which 
it was applied after 1870 gave new significance to the old idea. 
Hence a somewhat detailed examination of the historical setting 
in which Turner operated may prove to be of interest. 

The analysis here given is not designed to deal with the 
subject of Turner’s originality. It is, however, concerned with 
the possibility that the frontier essay, in many ways, and to an 
unusual degree, was the direct product of its historical setting— 
and must, therefore, be evaluated in that light. The analysis ex¬ 
plores that possibility, describes some of the sources from which 
Turner drew inspiration, and attempts thereby to clarify further 
the meaning of Ms concepts and terminology. In addition, it 
•r surveys the powerful forces at work tending both to produce 

* the frontier theas and to insure its rapid and widespread ac- 

* ceptance. 


A. 

Em of Communication Revolution 

Frederick Jackson Turner was born at Portage, VFisconsin, 
on Novem ber 14, 1861, and some thirty-two years later, on 

a. Heman CJnence Nixon, The Precursors of Turner in the Inter¬ 
pretation of die American Frontier ” South Adamic Quarterly , 28: 82-80 
1 ^ meS ?' p I ? Un ’ “Space and History” Agricultural HinJry, 
"The Concept of the Frontier, r8-t- 
A^ri^fxr 9 ' 24 ‘ 3 ? ^f 1 ; m P’ Heiu y Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The 
W f? ymbal . (Cambridge, Mass, 1950), passim. 
delineates historical development of “the notion that 
, - 17 k* 5 been shaped by the pull of a vacant continent drawing 
population westward” from „ eighteeath-century origins to Turner In 
*>«* » invaluafale/but I^ke exception to 

SSril at least ™ plies dBtt Tumer ’ s contemporaries 
generally accepted “his contention that the frontier and the West had 

dominated^American development. . . ” Mood, in the article cited above 
and m snteequenr wntmgs, has emphasized the distinction between the 
tMicepa of the frontier per se, and the use Turner and others before and 
after him, made of it in applying it to history. ’ “ d 
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July 12, 1893, he read his now famous essay entitled “The Sig¬ 
nificance of the Frontier in American History,” before a session 
of the American Historical Association at the World’s Columbian 
Exposition in Chicago. The span of time between these two dates 
roughly parallels a series of remarkable developments which 
may rightly be judged as unprecedented in all history. If we 
adopt the terminology of Robert G. Albion, a modem historian, 
and the chronology of David A. Wells, Turner’s contemporary, 
the last third of the nineteenth century is aptly characterized 
as the era of the “Communication Revolution.” 3 

The term “Revolution” is not an overstatement. The funda¬ 
mental changes which took place in the transportation of com¬ 
modities and In the transmission of information during that 
period merit no less an epithet. Wells depicted the process as it 
appeared to him in 1889 in this striking fashion: 

Hie economic changes that have occurred during the last quarter 
of a century—or during the present generation of living men—have 
unquestionably been more important and varied than during any 
former corresponding period of the world’s history. It would^ seem, 
indeed, as if the world, during all the years since the inception of 
civilization, has been working up on the line of equipment for indus¬ 
trial effort-inventing and perfecting tools and machinery, building 
workshops and factories, and devising instrumentalities for the easy 

3. David A. Wells, Recent Economic Changes (New York, 1889), v-vi; 
Robert G. Albion, “The ‘Communications Revolution,’ ” American His¬ 
torical Review, 37: 718-720 (July 1932)- For a brief but ffluimmtmg analysis 
of this development, see James C. Main, The Grassland of North America 
(Lawrence, Kansas, 1947), 169-172 .1 have taken the liberty of dropping the 
“s” from “Communications.” 

Albion dated the Communication Revolution from the turnpike and 
era of the early nineteenth century. Malin has suggested that the 
term has more validity if applied to the latter decades of the century. He 
views the change from animal power to mechanically-powered communica¬ 
tions, i.e, steam and electricity, as of critical importance, particularly the 

developments after 1875. . , 

The evcellenr analysis that Malin compressed mto the four pages cited 
above may profitably be supplemented by his “Notes on the Lireratureof 
Populism,” Kansas Historical Quarterly, 1: 160-164 (Feb. 1931), ihe 
Background of the First Bills to Establish a Bureau of Markets, 1911-1^ 
Agricultural History , 6: 107-129 (July 1932), and Mobility and History, 

ibid ,, 17: 177-191 (Oct. 1943)- 
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intercommunication of persons and thoughts, and the cheap exchange 
of products and services; that this equipment having at last been 
made ready, the work of using it has, for the first time in our day 
and generation, fairly begun. ... As an immediate consequence the 
world has never seen anything comparable to the results of the recent 
system of transportation by land and water. . . . 4 

In brief. Wells was describing the application to communi¬ 
cations of mechanical power on such wide scale, and of such 
advanced technology, as to produce qualitatively different re¬ 
sults than ever before. The vast improvements in railroad trans¬ 
port, ocean shipping, and underwater cable telegraphy might 
especially be angled out for attention. New inventions, new 
materials, and new methods brought about the efficient use of 
the compound marine engine in a steel ship, as well as greatly 
improved locomotives hauling huge loads on steel rails, and 
submarine cables secure enough to guarantee uninterrupted 
service. To these technological changes must be added the ad¬ 
vantages gained in the consolidation and incorporation of rail¬ 
road, steamship, and cable lines, and the resulting managerial 
efficiencies in their operation. Finally, the extension of these 
services to virtually all but the most remote comers of the world 
was an important step in the process of overcoming space and 
time barriers. 5 6 

If, in addition, we note similar developments in telephone, 
telegraph, and i n la nd water transportation, and emphasize the 
impact of the completion of the Suez Canal in 1869, then the 
fundamental changes of the period are outlined, at least in skel¬ 
etal form.® Of course, the first appearance, or discovery, of most 

4. Weis, Recent Economic Changes, v. 

*-?o; John H. Qapbaiu, Am Economic History of Modem 
swkam CLmJoo, 1932), 2: 67-75, 211-217; John G. B. Hutchins, The Ameri- 
cam Mmmmm imbotmes amd PmMic Policy, *7 89-1914 (Cambridge, Mass., 
397-516; Emory R» Johnson and others. History of Domestic and 
F&r&gm C&tmmerce of the United States (Washington, 1915), 1: 296-300; 
Matin, The Grassland of North America, 169-172. 

6 . Both'Wells and Qapham stressed die great importance of the Suez 
Garni in dyecrly overcoming die economic barriers of distance and indi- 
rectly m^somnlaiiag improvements in transport facilities. See Wells, Recent 
Economic Changes, 29-36; and Oapham, Economic History, 2: 214-215. 
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of the innovations noted above antedates 1865. The crucial point 
is that only after that year, and more particularly after 1875, 
can these innovations be said to have registered their economic 
consequences decisively. 7 Thus, by the early eighties, with the 
international cable net essentially completed, the result, ac¬ 
cording to John H. Clapham, was that u The world, on the 
economist’s projection, had shrunk into a single market. 8 The 
remaining years of the nineteenth century were to bind even 
tighter the global strands of commerce, and by 1900 inter¬ 
national exchange of commodities and services took place on 
a scale virtually unimaginable fifty years earlier. 

Underscoring the importance of the new global economy 
to contemporary observers was the far-reaching sweep of the 
industrial, financial, commercial, and agricultural changes accom¬ 
panying its emergence. These changes produced widespread 
and complex disturbances and resulted in continually shifting 
locational patterns of industry and agriculture. In the process 
of adjusting successfully to the establishment of new economic 
equilibriums, tremendous pressures were placed upon entre¬ 
preneurs of all types. The strains and difficulties associated with 
meeting the new conditions are possibly best indicated by the 
tide, “The Great Depression,” that has been bestowed upon the 
period, 1873-1896, in the literature of economic history. 9 As one 

7. Wells, Recent Economic Changes, 37-44; Clapham, Economic His¬ 
tory, 2: 211-219; Joseph A. Schumpeter, Business Cycles (New York, 
1939), 1: 323; Malm, The Grassland of North America , 170-171; P ? ei-kang 
Chang, Agriculture and Industrialization (Cambridge, Mass., 1949), 98. Dur¬ 
ing the 1870s, and partictdarly after 1874, rate wars were probably more 
im portant in slashin g rates than technological improvements. See William 
Z. Ripley, Railroads, Rates and Regulation (New York, 1912), 21-24. 

8. Clapham, Economic History, 2: 217. 

9. Ibid^ 2: 279-285, 3: 1-40, 72-90 (London^ 1938); Wells, Recent 
Economic Changes, 1-26, 70-113; Schumpeter, Bustness Cycles, 1: 333-341; 
H. L. Beales, “The ‘Great Depression 5 in Industry and Trade” Economic 
History Review (London), 5(1): 65-67 (Oct. 1934); Hans Rosenberg, 
“Political and Social Consequences of die Great Depression of 1873-1896 
in Central Europe” ibid., 13(1-2): 58-59 (1943); Walter W. Rosrow, 
British Economy of the Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 1948), 58-61. 

Historians of the United States have not treated the period 1873-1896 
as possessing the characteristics of a “Great Depression. \et contemporary 
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careful, student of die period, Hans Rosenberg, has said: 

The Great Depression marked the decisive turning-point in the 
nineteenth-century history of the relationship between the state and 
the economy. The crash of 1873 was a death-blow to that kind of 
state interventionism which had endeavoured to destroy mercantilist 
hangovers and to build a new framework of economic life on the 
‘natural rationality* of the market mechanism. . . . From this time 
onwards it tended to be the destiny of the state to function as the 
supreme agent of economic co-ordination and integration on a 
national scale. Not natural law but a ‘New' Deal* was to establish 
order in the realm of economic society by forcing the government 
to reassume old functions and usurp new ones. 10 

Lack of space precludes the discussion of other significant 
economic, political, and social consequences resulting from, or 
accompanying, the Communication Revolution. 11 But its impact 
upon agriculture is central to an analysis of the historical set¬ 
ting in which Turner matured and warrants extended treatment 
here. 


American periodicals reflected the same concern as their British counter¬ 
parts with the causes of the “trade depression,” die “industrial depression,” 
“economic disturbances,” etc. An excellent example is the controversy 
between David A. Weis and the editors of the Commercial and Financial 
Chronicle over the causes of “The Economic Disturbance: Since 1873.” 
Wells published a series of articles with that ride in 1887 in the Popular 
Science Monthly* There he emphasized overproduction as the primary 
cause. The Chronicle bitterly attacked his point of view, arguing instead 
that currency contraction was responsible. As might be expected, the 
rontroveisy was almost identical with the one raging in England at the 
same time. See footnote 11. The discussion in the Chronicle began Dec. 
12,1887 and ended on Dec. 22, 1888. For specific citations, see “Economic 
Dasmzbances Since 1873” in the indexes of volumes 47-49 of the Chronicle . 

10. Rosenberg, in Economic History Review, 13(1-2): 65-66. 

11. For a good discussion of both the contemporary and historical 
literature on the subject, see Rostow’s chapter, <£ Explanations of the Great 
Depression,” in his British Economy, 145-160, and also 58-61. Lack of space 
prevents discussion of die impact of great social and political changes 
such as the unification of Germany and Italy, and above all the Civil War 
in the United Sates, In many ways these developments were a necessary 
prelude to the unfolding of the Communication Revolution, and a well- 
rounded study would need to gamine them in some detalL 
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B. 

Communication Revolution and 
Agricultural Change 

Formerly agrarian crises were of a local character, limited 
to provincial or national markets relatively isolated by the un¬ 
developed state of transportation. The revolution in ocean and 
rail transport ended that situation by bringing the markets of 
the world into closer contact at an acceleratingly rapid pace. 12 
Falling rates and marked expansion of shipping facilities re¬ 
shaped world agriculture. The long-term, cost-reducing effects 
of large-scale investment in railroads and shipping, plus the 
frenzied search for new markets to absorb the huge quantities 
of capital goods and capital available for export, opened up 
enormous tracts of virgin land in Argentina, Australia, Mani¬ 
toba, and, above all, the Great American West. 13 Extensive 
application of horse-drawn agricultural machinery was of con¬ 
siderable importance in facilitating the exploitation of the fertile 
new regions, and, conversely, this development put very heavy 
pressure on the older areas to improve their methods of hus¬ 
bandry. 

Science and invention played still other roles in enlarging 

12. Wells, Recent Economic Changes, 34, 35, 37 * 4 °* 43 * Lord Ernie, 

English Farming , Fast and Fresent (ed. 5, London, 1936), 377-384; Gapliam, 
Economic History, 2: 213, 279-284, 3: 9-16, 72-90; Schumpeter, Business 
Cycles , 1: 323-324; Witt Bowden, Michael Karpovich, and Abbott Payson 
Usher, An Economic History of Europe Since /750 (New York, 1937)* 
581-594; and Shepard B. Gough, France , A History of Natiomd Economics, 
iy8$-i939 (New York, 1939), 214-225. . 

13. Wells, Recent Economic Changes, 88-90, 176; W. A. Coatts, Agri¬ 
cultural Depression in the United States, Its Causes and Remedies (Michi¬ 
gan Political Science Association, Publications, v. 2, no. 6, Apr. 1897), 
62; Davis R. Dewey, Financial History of the United States (ed. 2, 
New York, 1903), 370; Gapham, Econofmc History, 2: 234-241, 3:32-40; 
Bowden, Karpovich, and Usher, Economic History of Europe, 629-640; 
Rostow, British Economy, 97-98. 
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the total food supply. The result, because of the particular 
conditions which determine agricultural production, was that 
even the rapid growth in population and the slow rise in mass 
per capita consuming power could not counterbalance the vastly 
enlarged stocks. 14 Almost inevitably, a disastrous decline in the 
price level of agricultural commodities set in between 1873 and 
1896, a development that led to an upswing in the number 
of commissions to investigate the agricultural depression. 15 

It is not an overstatement, therefore, to assert that the Com¬ 
munication Revolution produced at least three unprecedented 
historical phenomena: an international agrarian market, an in¬ 
ternational agrarian depression, and, as a climax, international 
agrarian discontent. The interrelationships between these phe¬ 
nomena were clearly seen at the time, and, in 1896, C. F. Emerick 
of Columbia University presented an analysis of such enduring 
excellence as still to repay careful study. He opened his discussion 
with this arresting statement: 

The doring years of the nineteenth century are witnessing the 
unusual spectacle of resdess discontent on the part of the tiller of the 
soiL Nearly every dvilized country has its agrarian problem in one 
form or another. ... In view, therefore, of the traditional habit of 


14. Courts, Agricultural Depression, 17-18, 57, 95; C. F. Emerick, “An 
Analysis of Agricultural Discontent in the United States,” Political Science 
Quarterly, 11: 436, 447, 621 (Sepu, Dec. 1896); Schumpeter, Business 

Cycles, 1: 320. 

By* “particular conditions,” I am referring to the “economic lag” in agri¬ 
culture. The “inefficient producers” are not quickly driven out in periods 
of depression. On the contrary, both as nations and as individuals, they 
are forced to plant more acreage, produce greater quantities, and thereby 
aggravate die situation. This is die heart of the “overproduction” crisis 
which overtook agiiculture from 1873 to 1896. 

15. Wells, Recent Economic Changes, 114-191; Clapham, Economic 
History, 3: 72-83; Ernie, English Farming, 377-384. 

The agncultarai depression affected American farmers in varying de¬ 
grees all during the Great Depression. But, generally speaking, they did 
not receive its full impact until the early 1890s. Prior to that, years of 
prosperity alternated with years of “hard times.” Moreover, significant 
variations in regional economic patterns complicate die formulation of 
generalizations about farm prosperity or depression. 
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mind of rural populations, their present condition of unrest in nearly 

every civilized land is most extraordinary- ie 

Of all the varied factors that went into producing these con¬ 
ditions, one stands out pre-eminently—the post-Civil War ex¬ 
tension of railroads into the American West, and the subse¬ 
quent utilization of its enormous agricultural potential. Clapham 
thus evaluated the impact of the 110,000 miles of new railway 
construction in the United States between 1870 and 1890: If 
a single national contribution towards the making of the new 
era had to be selected for its world-wide economic importance, 
it would probably be this.” 17 


16. Emerick, in Political Science Quarterly , 11: 433 ~ 434 - THs long ar¬ 
ticle by Emerick (11: 433-463, 601-639, 93 ~ I2 7 > is extremdy valuable 

in placing American agricultural discontent in its proper world framework. 

For various aspects of the subject, see J. Stephen Jeans, American 
Railways and British Farmers” Nineteenth Century , 28: 392-409 (bept. 
1890}; William E. Bear, “The Agricultural Problem,” Economic Journal 
(London), 3: 39 i* 4 ° 7 , 569-583 (Sept, Dec. 1893); Edward ^ 

Unrest of English Farmers,” Yale Review, 2: 54-63 (May 1893); Agri¬ 
cultural Distress on the Continent,” Spectator, 72: 78-79 (Jan. 20, 1894); 
Albion W. Tourgee, “The Reversal of Malthus,” American Journal of 
Sociology, 2: 13-24 (July 1896); and J. Laurence Laugblin, Causes o 
Agricultural Unrest,” Atlantic Monthly, 78: 577-585 (Nov. 1896). 

The following quotation from “A Pessimistic View of Agncdnue 
reflects the mood of many contemporary observers: Almost everywhere, 
certainly in England, France, Germany, Italy, Scandinavia, and the United 
States, the agriculturists, formerly so msuncuvely Conservative, are be¬ 
coming fiercely discontented, declare that they gam less by 
fhan any section of the community, and are looking abort ^ 

of the Lost drastic character-Outside a hugefactoryhkeGreat 

Britain, die majority wifi always cultivate, because there^is nothing 
for them to do; if they cultivate they will produce; and if they P r °dnc, 
with the new and rapidly increasing facilities of commurucauoa, food 
will be cheap,—the very origin of the agricultural discontent. Spectator, 

70: 247 (Feb. 25, 1893). , _ 

17. Clapham, Economic History, 2: 213. Pages 218-219 and 279-280 am- 
nlifv the point See also Wells, Recent Economic Changes, 89-90; Josiah 
SLg CoZtry: Its Possible Future and Its ^ 

York 1885), 7; William Trimble, “Historical Aspects of the Surplus Food 
IZoiucSS ’of’the United States, 1862-1902” Amerigo H^oncal Asso¬ 
ciation, Report, 1918, 1: 223, 228, 236; Johnson mid others. History ^ Do¬ 
mestic and Foreign Commerce of the United States, 1: 266, 296, Schum 
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It did not take long research by skilled historians to reveal 
the significance of the opening of the Trans-Missouri West. The 
increased volume of the American agricultural surplus was 
of such magnitude in the markets of the world as to make 
recognition of its importance omnipresent. 18 As early as 1880, 
Ex-Govemor Horatio Seymour of New York entitled his presi¬ 
dential address to the New York State Agricultural Society, “The 
Conflict Between American and European Agriculture.” 18 He 
pointed to the sharp cuts in transportation rates and went on 
to say: 

Thk fact, that North America with its vast extent of fertile vacant 
tods, thus almost touches Europe with its over-crowded popula¬ 
tion, is one which excites the most varied speculations with regard 
to the results which must follow, bearing upon all phases of civiliza¬ 
tion,po tics and power. History tells of no event more striking or 
significant. 


Among the future tendencies which Seymour discussed in 
his address were drastic changes in European systems of land 
tenure, increasing conflicts between industrial and landed capi¬ 
talists, acceleration of the flow of rural population to the cities, 
and a steady rise in emigration to America. His keen perception 
was underscored in the years that immediately followed. Euro¬ 
pean harvests were extremely bad, and American harvests ex¬ 
tremely good. Accordingly, Continental and British markets 
were flooded with American wheat, com, and meat to a degree 
hitherto unknown. 20 Hence, it is not surprising that the census 
of agriculture, published in 1883, contained an analysis similar 
to Seymour’s. Similar, except that the tense differed;" Seymour’s 


peter. Business Cycles, 1: 319; Bowden, Karpovich, and Usher, Economic 
History of Etirope^ 582. 

iS. See Trimble, in^ American Historical Association, Report _ 1918, 1: 
r^. 39 ’. J^= a , conveniKlt survey. It is hardly an overstatement to say 
~f B “ fficnIt po read the newspapers and periodicals of the late nine¬ 
teenth centnry without being impressed by the growing recognition of 

American competition. 

15. New York State Agricultural Society, Transactions, 1877-1882, ,3: 

113-129 (Albany, 1884). The quotation is from p. 115. 

20. L. S. Department of Agriculture, Report, 1883, 326. 
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predictions for the future were now described as accomplished 
facts 21 

Another publication of the same year, 1883, is of key impor¬ 
tance in depicting the contemporary recognition given to the 
growing American agricultural surplus. Special attention was 
given the subject by J. R. Dodge, statistician of the United 
States Department of Agriculture, in his report for that year. 22 
In a section entitled “American Competition with European 
Agriculture,” he reviewed the disastrous effects of this compe¬ 
tition upon European farmers and drew attention to the anxiety 
among individuals and governments as to whether this state of 
affairs would continue. He noted that a British investigating 
commission had been sent to the United States for first-hand 
information, and according to Dodge, “The city and country 
press of those [European] countries has teemed with discussions 
of the situation, and writers on national and political economy 
have treated the subject at length in pamphlets and serials.” 

Believing that this material would be of interest to readers 
of this report. Dodge included translations of pertinent excerpts 
from French, German, and Austrian sources. Nearly all ob¬ 
servers stressed the grave consequences for old-world agricul¬ 
ture resulting from the favorable conditions under which the 
new regions were being opened. The importance attached to 
American competition may perhaps best be indicated by quot¬ 
ing the views of Alexander Peez, then a member of the Austrian 
Reichsrath. 

In the sixteenth century American competition ruined the min¬ 
ing industries of Europe, changed the direction of the world’s com¬ 
merce, brought about by the increased amount of precious metals a 
revolution in prices, transformed the social conditions, and pre¬ 
pared the terrible civil war of the seventeenth century the thirty 
years’ war. May the competition of America in the nineteenth cen- 

21. William H. Brewer, ‘The Cereals,” U. S. Census Office, loth Census, 
1880, Report on the Productions of Agriculture (Washington, 1883), 9. 

2.2. U. S. Department of Agriculture, Report, 1883 , 251-423. For the gen¬ 
eral discussion of American competition, see pp. 326-329. The first quota¬ 
tion below is from p. 327. The paragraph by Peez is on p. 342. 
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tuiy lead to more happy results. No doubt it is the greatest economic 

event of modem times. 

The disastrous consequences of the ever-increasing flood of 
p^am and meat pouring out of the West were by no means felt 
m Europe alone. Eastern farmers experienced its depressing ef- 
ects by the seventies, and after 1882 the pressure intensified 
sharply. Two sets of statistics are illuminating in this connec¬ 
tion. American exports of wheat totaled roughly 39 million 
bushels in 1871, 57 million in 1876, 122 million in 1881, 154 mil- 
hon m 1886, and rose to the startling amount of 226 million in 
1891. The next few years were to see somewhat of a slackening, 
ut, notwithstanding, in 1895, the highly respectable total of 
126 million bushels was exported. During the same years, New 
^ork farm prices of wheat declined, almost uninterruptedly, 
from $1.51 per bushel in 1871 to 65 cents in 1895. 23 


c. 

American Public Domain 

Although the depressing impact of Western competition upon 
both Eastern and European agriculture attracted wide attention 
in the eighties, this impact apparently had little effect in dimin- 
Khing the tributes paid by Americans to the land system, the 
Homestead Act, and the glories of the public domain. On the 
contrary, a good deal of ill-concealed satisfaction was taken 
by those who commented upon the resulting ruin of European 
agriculture . If anything, this ruin served only to further in- 

I E ^ P S?? ent ° f AgricnW, F earhook, ,S 9 6, 561, diagram 2; 
&mnd E. Ronk Pn«s Received by Prodncers in New York Stare^Sii- 
1933 (nnpuhkshed PhD. thesis, Cornell University, i 934 ) ,^ x “ 

npo^^Twk 1 ?™ deak fi ^* L7n P act of western competition 
Sx m the i 8 ' 3 ' 3896 - the result were 

^vbe^enagncnltnre. Some indication of this 
Aat } oA Alliance was formed 

- principally to devise means of coping with West- 
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crease admiration for the West and to reinforce the veneration 
in which the American land system was held. 24 The impressive 
national statistics chalked up as settlement rolled westward were 
hailed throughout the country as matters for pride and rejoicing. 
Indeed, so widespread were these sentiments that not until 1890 
did a leading agricultural journal, the Country Gentleman, 
angrily call attention to the great folly of Eastern farmers 
joining “the general congratulations over our wonderful na¬ 
tional growth! ” It held that this “insane passion for ‘develop¬ 
ment 5 55 was ruining Eastern agriculture, and it berated that 
region’s farmers for cheering on their own destruction. 25 Un¬ 
fortunately, it is difficult to determine even the approximate 
degree to which these fundamental agricultural developments 
served to focus attention upon the West. Certainly, other fac¬ 
tors contributed to the process, but these developments deserve 
to be assigned considerable importance. 

24. Before Turner’s 1893 essay was delivered, and for some time there¬ 

after, Francis Amasa Walker was probably die most important single 
influence shaping the frontier concept and preaching the grandeur of the 
American inarch to the Pacific. In numerous articles, speeches, and publi¬ 
cations, Walker, who exercised considerable influence upon American 
scholars in the late nineteenth century, called attention to the importance 
of land in American development. In an article on “American Agriculture,” 
Princeton Review, 9: 249-264 (1882), Walker, with keen delight, sarcas¬ 
tically commented upon the contempt displayed by European writers for 
American farming practices in “the light of present day,” ix^ the ininous 
impact of the American agricultural surplus. The article is conveniently 
reprinted in the two-volume collection of his works, edited by Davis R. 
Dewey, Discussions in Economics and Statistics (New York, 1899), 2: 
I 59~ I 75* This article, and several others, are well worth reading to appre¬ 
ciate in foil James C. Malin’s comment that many of the ideas associated 
with Turner were “in the air.” In this connection, see also 'W'orthington 
C. Ford, “Public Lands of the United States ” in John J. Laloived., Cyclo¬ 
paedia of Political Science, Political Economy , and of the Political History 
of the United States (Chicago, 1884), 2: 460-479; and A. R. Spofford, 
“Homestead and Exemption Laws,” ibid^ 2: 462-464 (1883). See Mood, in 
Agricultural History , 19: 24-30, for an excellent exposition of Walkers 
influence in shaping the frontier concept. b 

25. Country Gentleman, 55: 822 (Oct. 16, 1890). The dating of this 
paper’s campaign against the land system as beginning in 1890 was attested 
to by its editor, Gilbert M. Tucker. See his vitriolic address, “The Irri¬ 
gation Schemes of the West,” New York State Agricultural Society, 
Transactions, i8pp, 413. 
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Along with enthusiastic tributes paid to the westward move¬ 
ment, indeed, almost as a necessary corollary, increasing anxiety 
developed about the state of the public domain. If, as was as¬ 
serted, America owed her great good fortune, at least in part, 
to the safety valve of the public domain, clearly, strenuous 
efforts had to be made to keep the valve open. Thus, in the 
seventies and eighties, the land question grew in importance. 
The problems of land grants, forfeitures, Indian policy, restric- 
tions against alien landholding, the single tax, the report of 
the Public Lands Commission in 1880, the compilation by Thomas 
Donaldson in 1883 of his Public Domain, the activities of the 
General Land Office—all these contributed at various times to 
the agitation. 20 The movement reached such a pitch that, by 
the middle eighties, few prominent periodicals in the country 
failed to carry articles on the subject of land monopolization. 27 

Seen against this background of intense worldwide concern 
in the extension of agricultural settlement westward and the 
accelerating momentum of land reform, the growing attention 
given by contemporary scholars to the role played by land in 
shaping American history appears understandable. It should be 
stressed here that many American scholars were then taking 
graduate work abroad and thus were strongly influenced by 
European t h i nkin g upon the subject. Moreover, this influence 
was reinforced by the close interest in European developments 
generally characterizing American intellectuals at the time. 
Hence, their ideas about American agricultural competition and 
the historical impact of American “free land” were shaped in 
good measure by European thought. And, it is safe to say, the 
erroneous European notions of American “free land,” as em¬ 
bodied, for example, in the works of Adam Smith, John Stuart 


c ‘ ’ st M '^ a ^ ace The Homestead Law in an Incongruous Land 

677, 681 (July 1936); David 
Tr e F P r ^ e E ure of Railroad Land Grants, 1867-1894,” 

^ m ? ncd 33 : 29“36 (June 1946); Roy M. Rob- 

bms. Cot* Lots Jed Heritage (Princeton, 1942), 270-279. 

tt H ' moTy of tks UrJ Question in the Unked 
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Mill, Karl Marx, etc., were based more on speculative crystal 
gazing, enthusiastic pamphlets, and superficial travel accounts 
than upon careful research. 28 These errors were crystallized and 
given wide currency when the flood of wheat, com, and meat 
from the “free” or “cheap” lands hit European agriculture. It 
would thus appear that the Communication Revolution and the 
Great Depression of 1873-1896 need to be considered in analyz¬ 
ing the role contemporary scholars assigned to land in the social 
process. 

At Johns Hopkins University, Herbert Baxter Adams had 
begun discussing the effect of land upon the development of 
the United States and its institutions at least as early as 1880, and 
his seminar continued to take up various aspects for some time 
thereafter. 29 In 1885, the Reverend Josiah Strong published his 
widely circulated, pseudo-scholarly tract. Our Country . It treated, 
among other subjects, the importance of the West, the con¬ 
tinuous expansion to the Pacific, the effect upon American life 
of vast quantities of unoccupied public lands, and the possible 
consequences of their exhaustion. 30 Finally, the appearance in 
1888 of James Bryce’s American Commonwealth stressed in more 

28. Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nadorn (Modem Library _ed-, New 
York, 1937), 359, 392-393; John Smart Mill, Principles of Political Econ¬ 
omy (Boston, 1848), 1: 415; Rad Marx, Capital , tr. from the third German 
ed. by Samoel Moore and Edward Aveling (Chicago, 1926), 1: 838-848. 
The explicit term, “free land,” does not occur in these writings, but the 
germ is there. Smith, for example, on p. 393, asserted that land [uncul¬ 
tivated] ... is in North America to be had almost for nothing, or at a 
price much below the value of the natural produce. ... # 

The fanciful notions about “free land” subscribed to by leading Euro¬ 
pean thinkers is well exemplified in the work of Achille Loria, an outstand¬ 
ing Italian economist and sociologist. He represents the quintessence of 
the European tendency to discuss American history in terms of free^ or 
“cheap” land. See Part I of this book. European influences upon American 
scholars are treated in Merle Curd, The Growth of American Thought 
(New York, 1943), 580-593. . 

29. Fulmer Mood, “The Development of Frederick Jackson Tyner as 
a Historical Thinker,” Colonial Society of Massachusetts, Transactions, 34: 
321-322 (Boston, 1943). 

30. Strong, Our Country , ch. 2-3, 11-12. 
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sober fashion the significance of many topics previously touched 
upon by Strong. 31 

. Nonetheless, scholarly interest in the land question even 
in the eighties need not be exaggerated. The important mono¬ 
graph by Shosuke Sato, History of the Land Question in the 

Untied States, is revealing in this respect. He began his work 
with a brief but penetrating outline of the fundamental prob¬ 
lems m American history needing study in connection with the 
public domain. It is significant that, as late as 1886, he found it 
necessary to add: “The importance of the public domain, how¬ 
ever, seems to have been rarely and but recently emphasized 
by the student of American history.” 33 As this pioneering mono- 
graph was included in the Johns Hopkins University Studies , 
it is doubtful that Herbert Baxter Adams, the editor of the 
J«nes, would have allowed the statement to stand uncorrected 
if he had thought it merely an instance of a student “puffing” 
the importance of his own work. 33 

Possibly one of the more important reasons for scholarly 
neglect of the public domain, despite concern over land monop- 
ohzanon, was. to use Lord Bryce’s phrase, that the “time of 
trial, when the country’s lands would be exhausted, still ap¬ 
peared comfortably distant. Hence, no sense of immediate crisis 
developed. Estimates made in the middle and late eighties by 
men who placed considerable importance upon the existence of 
large areas of vacant land, including Josiah Strong, Shosuke Sato, 


Cammonaedtb (London, 1888), v. 

if* ^Question, 7 . Ws monograph may be 
“ h °7 * e Communication Revolution focused inter- 

“ d tfae - Pcbl j C The w °rk “was undertaken 

mst ? lctIon ? from die Japanese Government to in- 
q m ° f aglamn “d economic interest in the United 

cer5 ?™ Ijr “ 311 excellent position to know if Sato was 
Ws 1 ^ 7 *™ JT 1 ™ 1 W3S the land question intensively. 

W eS identical with those in Turner’s prob- 

te^essaj of 1892 and Ins frontier essay of 1893, is similar enough to be 
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and James Bryce, dated the exhaustion as no earlier than 1900. 34 
Indeed, Richmond Mayo-Smith, in his book, Emigration and 
Immigration, published in 1890, although arguing strongly for 
restriction of immigration, conceded that abundant land existed 
to provide opportunities for immigrants. In order to meet this 
argument for unrestricted immigration, he maintained that the 
large majority of the immigrants now refused to go to the land 
and preferred instead to settle in compact urban colonies. 35 

Three basic conclusions have been suggested in the foregoing 
pages. First, one direct result of the Communication Revolution 
was to focus attention upon the importance of the American 
West and to contribute to a growth of interest in questions 
relating to the public domain. Second, despite this interest, at 
least as late as 1890, the date of exhaustion of the arable public 
lands was generally believed to be years away. Finally, there¬ 
fore, the calamitous effects assumed to follow upon the heels 
of that event appeared far off—a distant prospect which did not 
lend a sense of urgency to the subject or engender widespread 

34. Strong, Our Country, 155-156; Sato, History of the Land Question, 
7-8; Bryce, American Commonwealth, 3: 661-662. 

Strong used the phrase “before the end of the century - ,” but writing 
in 1885, he predicted exhaustion in “fifteen or twenty years.” Incidentally, 
in the revised edition of 1891, he apparently saw no need of changing his 
dating. Xo support his position. Strong quoted the following statement 
made in 1883 by Robert Giffen, president of the London Statistical So¬ 
ciety: “ 'Whatever way we may look at the matter, then, it seems certain 
that, in twenty-five years 5 time, and probably before that date, the limita¬ 
tion of area in the United States will be felt. There will be no longer vast 
tracts of virgin land for the settler. The whole available area will be 
peopled agriculturally, as the Eastern States are now peopled. 5 55 

It is true that in 1887 Albert Bushnell Hart maintained that the public 
domain was actually exhausted. See his “The Disposition of Our Public 
Lands,” Quarterly Journal of Economics, 1: 169-183, 250-254 (Jan. 1887). 
However, his views were based on the most erroneous statistics, obviously 
bore little relation to reality, and apparently were not taken seriously by 
many contemporary observers. 

In the present essay, “land exhaustion” refers only to the alleged dis¬ 
appearance of unoccupied arable land. It is not employed here in the sense 
of “soil exhaustion.” 

35. Richmond Mayo-Smith, Emigration mid Immigration (New York, 
1890), 115-118. 
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and fervent discussion among American scholars or the public 
at large. 

This situation was to change rapidly as the fundamental 
tendencies inherent in the Communication Revolution worked 
themselves out “The ‘Heartbreaking’ Nineties,” as the decade 
has been called, were strongly marked by economic depression 
and social unrest In those years, a note of desperate urgency was 
lent to topics heretofore discussed in more academic and leisurely 
terms. The forces tending to intensify the agricultural depres- 
aon were particularly responsible for charging the atmosphere. 
As a result the impact of the West upon American life re¬ 
ceived increasing attention, and the exhaustion of the public 
domain became a “burning issue of the day .” 36 

D. 

C. Wood Dams, Neo-Malthusian 


!>unng the early nineties, few questions of public policy 
were debated without both sides dragging in, usually by maii 
force, some reference to the state of the public domain. Only a 
f 3 T° c a g«it was needed to precipitate such a climate 
of opinion given the basic economic and social setting. And as 
history frequently bis it, the requisite catalyst soon appeared in 

IwT^° f ?' ° f Sed S ewicb County, Kansas. 

^ ankee ’ kter to become famous through 
^hddle \\est as “Cotton Wood” Davis, merits much more 
attention than it is possible to give here. Bom in Massachusetts 
lS32 ’ he was at onc auditor of the Michigan Central 

46 7 6 ™?^Ti d f Ig 9 ° * e farm population constituted 

Sup in the coL^ * kT- ^ Iargest ^ le 

K. L. Robinson roemorandmn h V 

» f. f. Haft , R1 “ 
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Railroad and later traffic manager of the Kansas Pacific.^ Resign¬ 
ing from the latter road in the late sixties, he engaged in varied 
business interests, one of which, a large tract in Sedgewick 
County, was first acquired in 1870, and thereafter farmed on a 
considerable scale 37 

Sometime early in 1889, disturbed, as he candidly admitted, 
by the increasingly depressed state of agriculture which affected 
him personally, and alarmed by the political restlessness accom¬ 
panying it, Davis began a serious study to discover the causes 
of the farmer’s unsatisfactory condition. Self-confessedly begin¬ 
ning his investigation in that year, and impressed with the doc¬ 
trines of Thomas Robert Malthus—doctrines, incidentally, which 
were then enjoying a strong revival of interest—he emerged in 
1890 as a full-fledged Malthusian. Now he professed to be con¬ 
vinced that the depression was “wholly due to that land hunger 
and homemaking instinct so strong in all branches of the Aryan 
race.” Production had temporarily outrun population because 
of “a rapidly increasing, restless, energetic population, and a 
practically unlimited area of fertile land, free as the air we 
breathe.” As a result, “The excessive development of the West 
has seemed to negative the Malthusian theory,” but the abnormal 
condition of overproduction was fast approaching its natural 
end. With population rapidly increasing and the arable land 
virtually exhausted, “The farmer is assured high prices at an 
early day and for all the future.” Thus, probably before the 
end of the century, “both the memory and doctrine of Malthus 
will be fully rehabilitated.” 38 

37. William Elsey Conndley, ed., A Standard History of Kansas and 
Karnsam (Chicago, 1918), 3: 1236-1237; Country Gentleman, 55: 40 (J™- e 
19, 1890). 

38. C. Wood Davis, in Country Gentleman, 55: 383-384, 6 z 1 (May 15, 

Aug. 7, 1890). See also ibid^ 56: 453, 473 {June 4, 1891). Among other glad 
■ridings, Davis assured fanners that w not later than 1895 eFer 7 acre of good 
farm land in the United States will sell readily for one hundred golden 
dollars.” lbid n 56: 24 (Jan. 8, 1891). , 

The revival of Malthus is discussed by Edward Atkinson, Must Hu¬ 
manity Starve at Last?” Forum , 5: 603-612 (Aug. 1888); H. S. Pomeroy, 
“The Malthusian Idea” Andover Review, 15: 173-189 (Feb. 1891); E. B. 
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Obviously, the key point in Davis’ thesis was that little arable 
land now remained which conld be used for food production, 
with particular stress being laid upon the virtual exhaustion of 
the public domain. To the neo-Malthusian Davis, more than 
to any other individual, must go the credit, or the blame, for 
having first implanted the notion that 1890 marked the exhaus¬ 
tion of the public lands. To establish this rather original asser¬ 
tion, he compiled elaborate series of statistics, made impressively 
extravagant assumptions, and stated his polemics in high-pow¬ 
ered prose worthy of a modem advertising copy-writer. 8 ® His 
fecund pen turned out a steady stream of articles for the Forum, 
the Arena , the Country Gentleman 3 *° and leading dailies, articles 


Andrew^ “iVre There Too Many of Us?” North American Review, 155: 
596-607 (Nov. 1892). ’ 33 

39 - A typical set of Davis’ calculations follows: “There seems to be 
abundant data showing that the arable lands of the United States are so far 
exfaanstM that the cultivated area cannot be increased more than 4 per 
cent m the next 5 years-, 7 per cent in 10 years, and 16 per cent in 30 years, 
while population will increase 12 l A per cent in 5 years, 24 per cent in 
(O^t^o) 60 ^ “ 30 yearS - ’ * ” Coioary Gentleman, jj: 796 

As for the public domain: .. there is not (ontside a few limited Indian 
reservations, of which the Indians will retain all the best lands) a single 
quarter section of the public domain worth farming; while, on die con- 
trexy, there are many thousands of quarter sections which have been 
abandoned after those settling upon diem have been starved out.” Ibid.., 
79 ®- 

5 ome of his assumptions were: very litde land suitable for agriculture 
existed in Canada; no new methods of farming would be introduced in the 

^M^ md J aXa S. Qnly 3 Teiy sma11 1163 was alitable for irrigation; and 
fiaafly, along the country as a whole, there would be litde if any im- 

provoneat in agncnlmra! metbods. J 

" m> ^ ri ^ Fanner b Kot Prosperous,” “When the 
Fn ? p f rc> ? s ’ 1116 Exhaustion of die Arable Lands,” 
The Probabilities of Agriculture” Forum, 9 : 2JM42 , ,48-360, 461-4/5 

f 91 ' 305 - . (Apr "> Ma y’ J™ 6 ! 1890). These four articles contain 

1 S ^ 360 ’ 4 ^ 474 , and 10: 291, 
Su PP^ of E»rrope and Amer- 

Ie *? n “J frequendy appeared in the Country Gentle- 

Bmmes - The 1891 conoins 17 separate 

linns bv Davis on pages 23-24, 85-86, 105-106, 125-126, 145-146, 164! 203- 
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which were freely quoted from in numerous other periodicals 
and newspapers. 41 First appearing on a major scale in 1890, his 
writings soon attracted national attention, even if they were 
greeted with much less than complete acceptance. But attacks 
upon his position admirably served to advertise it. During the 
years, 1890 to 1892, for example, the pages of the Country 
Gentleman frequently formed an ink-stained battleground fought 
over by him, his supporters, and his critics. 42 


932, and 971-972. The volume for 1890 includes 21 separate Davis offer¬ 
ings. The Country Gentleman. , in puffing Davis’ important article m the 
Forum for June 1890, made this statement: “For many years he has been 
a frequent contributor to the best class of daily papers, and has more 
recently taken a prominent place in the monthlies and Country Gentle¬ 
man™ Ibid., 55: 496 (June 19, 1890). The New York Sun was one of the 
leading dailies in which Davis’ articles appeared. b 

41. HusbandTmm (Elmira, N. Y.), July 22, 1891, p. 4; Review of Re¬ 
views (Amer. ed.), 3: 499 (June 1891); Erastus Wiman, Tie Farmer on 
Top,” North American Review, 153: 17 (July 1891)- Wiman credited 
Davis’ calculations with “forming the basis of much of the discussion now 
going forward on this most important topic of the food supply and the 

farmer’s position. ...” . . . . , 

Even when not specifically cited by name, Davis views inspired com¬ 
ments and predictions by various publicists. For a case in point, see the 
editorial of the Poughkeepsie (N.Y.) Eagle, reprinted m the Country 
Gentleman, 57: 286 (Apr. 14, 1892). 

42. Many of Davis’ letters bear witness to die cool reception given 
Mm. A typical example follows: “The writer [Davis] having stated that 
wheat would bring a good price after the coming harvest, and in all 
probability never again be cheap , and such statements being questioned 
by many a ‘doubting Thomas,’ it is well to examine the basis of sue 

belief. . . Ibid , 55' 4 2 3 22 » i8 9 °>- , , ^ . - . , . , 

Confident of the exhaustion of the arable lands, Davis firmly advised 
farmers to hold back their wheat for “assured” higher prices. Despite his 
predictions, wheat continued to drop, and disappointed farmers tempers 
rose. C. L. H. of Minnesota put it in this sarcastic vein: That 1 wo- 
Dollar Wheat of which we used to catch such beautiful glimpses through 
the charming pen-pictures of Air. C. Wood Davis, seems as far off as 
ever” Ibid., 57: 270 (Apr. 7, 1892). Eventually Dans attempted to reply, 
in his words, to the “army of critics” Ibid., 57: 663 (Sept. 10, 1892).^ 

If Davis had so desired he could have taken much ppde m the eminent 
position held by many of the men who ridiculed his ideas.^ Thus, Prrnce 
Kropotkin, without mentioning Davis by name, but clearly intending him 
as the target, began an article: “Few bools have exercised so pernicious 
an influence upon the general development of economic thought as 
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The innate appeal of Davis’ oversimplified analysis is attested 
to by the frequency with which variations of it were employed 
in the controversies of the period. At a time when social protest 
was beginning to cause uneasy stirrings in conservative breasts, 
one reason is readily apparent for the rapid response to his op- 
tunisttc panacea. Since prosperity was just around the comer, 
why agitate? If, as he asserted, overproduction was the only 
cause of agricultural distress, the depression being “originated, 
supported and prolonged solely and naturally by the farmer, 
and by Mm alone,” it was quite logical for Davis to denounce 
the “visionary schemes” of the Southern Farmers’ Alliance. 43 


MaMius’s "Essay on die Principles of Population’. . . ” Forum, 9: 614 (Aug. 
1890}. Davis took on die Prince in die November 1890 Forum article 
cited above. 

J. R. Dodge, die statistician of the U. S. Department of Agriculture, was 
outraged by Davis’ statistics. In fact he was so outraged that he included 
11 pages on The Permanency of Agricultural Production” to refute 
"Some modem disciples of Malthas” in the U. S. Department of Agri¬ 
culture, Report of the Statistician, n. s.. Report % Apr. 1891. For the 
row this kicked up, see the Country Gentleman, 56: 358, 378, 453, 473 
(Apr. 30, May 7, June 4, n, 1891). Thus began a decade of bitter con¬ 
troversy between Davis and the Department of Agriculture in general 
md Dodge in particular. At the end of the century, Davis was still at it. 
See his “Wheat: Crookes w. Atkinson, Dodge, Bt Al” Forum, 27: 101- 
113 (Mar. 1899). 7 

Davis had important supporters as well as critics. In August 1890, Sen¬ 
ator Anthony Higgins oy Delaware delivered a speech in the United 
States Senate, calling special attention to the articles by Davis in the 




20 , I891). 

43 - Davis, in ^ Country Gentleman, j 5 : 383-384 (May 15, 1890). He 
urged: Uo not let ns longer try to shift the responsibility to other shoul- 
f** 8 * *? neither manly nor right to do so. . . For his denunciation 
of die Southern Alliance, see i«tf, 55: 937 (Nov. 27, 1890). 

Interestingly enough, despite his avowals of sole responsibility for the 
depression resting upon the farmers, Davis not only campaigned bitterly 
against nasem a grain “faults” as “the wora evil the farmerhas 
to contend with, but strongly supported the nationalization of railroads. 

0 7 x/Jl 75 * 7 r (Sept - I7 ’ lSgt} ‘ Sf 3150 Connelley, A Standard History 
oyKamasand Kansans, 3: 037; and C Wood Davis, “Should the Nation 

ArS ^J : ? 51 ‘ 159 ’ z 73 ~ 2 9 2 (MV, Ang. 1891). A close 
readmg of Ins literary productions makes it clear that Davis was a firm 

kdoS™ * e ma ™ 1 ’ " XeTer Iet your Ieft hand h * ow wfaat y QUT 
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Thus the Country Gentleman enthusiastically accepted the 
essence of Davis’ thesis, gave it considerable P roimn ^e wee 
after week, but shaped his conclusions to fit more closely the 
needs of its Eastern constituency. 


E. 

The Public Domain in Politics 

The Country Gentleman recognized, however, as Davis did 
not, that his funeral oration over the public 
manure. In a long editorial on October 16, xSpo, en *f ed 
More ‘Development’ Wanted,” the magazine proposed a more 

beneficial kind of agitation. 

There is one subject which, in considering the ^esentjgri^ 

rural interests of the country, has escaped r general 

it seems eminently entitled—we refer to e a ^public lands, 
government as regards the farther dismbunon tfns 

There is a strong and deep feeling w . . rendered effective 

discussion and greater concentranon oe of die selling and 

—that it is now quite time for the entire PP.S DurDOses _f or the 

giving away of ^ laws of whatever name 

repeal of all homestead and pre P • - - owa possession, 

or nature, leaving the government to retam_in 

until changing times shall seem to m- already alienated, 

change of management, every tillable acre not already 

According to the Country Gentleman, such repeal would re¬ 
store prosperity; therefore, it continued. 

Here is practical work for our berth to 

and similar associations of farmers. doctrines in finance 

party politicians and to the that be- 

Ld social order, and rote m % *37 purposes of 

no further alienation of the pubte termoryj” 
agriculture or any of the arts related thereto . 

To this theme, the Country Gentleman returned incessantly 


44. Country Gentleman, 55: 822 (Oct. 16, 1890). 
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over die years, and its position was widely echoed in the East. 45 
In fact, it was able to note with satisfaction that even the Orange 
Judd Farmer, published in Chicago and slanted to Midwestern 
fanners, gave voice to similar sentiments 48 

Other than conservative forces were able to utilize Davis 1 
polemics. Indeed, a most engaging quality of his universal spe¬ 
cific was its dual character. With delightful, but probably un¬ 
conscious, irony, the representatives of the Southern Farmers’ 
Affiance, violently denounced by him, ignored his optimistic 
forecasts, but found it convenient to employ the exhausted- 
domain theme in urging their own legislative program. For ex¬ 
ample, at the Cincinnati convention of May 1891, Senator 
William A. Peffer, the Kansas Populist, argued that since the 
safety valve of the West was now being closed, it became im- 
for the Populist demands to be enacted if American 
fanners were to retain a stake in the land 47 


45- "Pea years laser the magazine was still at it. See footnote 25 above. 
Cosiveckat expresoiB of these sentiments by the president of the New 
leek Sate AgncoicziEBl Society, the secremry-treasurer of the Connecticut 
Board of Agncnlrare, the Massachusetts Agrictdmrai College Club, the 
New Yoilk: Tmimg s etc., are found in ibid ^ 55: 1020-1021 (Dec. 25, 1890), 
fi: ig, 70-71, 165 (Jan. 1, 22, Feb. 2<5, 1891). Numerous other citations 
mighty be given from Eastern agricultural journals, city dailies, and local 
we eMIgy 


One of rise bask: reasons for Eastern farmers rejecting the Populist 
movement was opposition to Western demands regarding the public 
domain. See die well-smdied-out address of President James Wood in the 

New York State Agricultural Society, Transactions , i88p y 20-41. 

45. Ccztstry GmtJmms, 56: 278 (Apr. 2, 1891). 

47 - ffabok N. Barr, “The Populist Uprising ; 5 in Connelley, A Stand - 
arajiistery of Kamos and Kmsms , 2: 1159. Hamlin Garland made a 
szmjir petnt the same year. See Smith, Virgin Land, 247. For still another 
verson, see Oxester McArthur Desder, “Agricultural Readjustment and 
Agmmu Lnrest in Ulnok ig$o-:S 9 6r Agricultural History , 21: 104-116 
(Apr. 1947). 


tggnmoncy, Fevers speech was made on May 19, just after the pub- 

^ ^ * e Arena was stron«ly sympathetic 

m&e ALsnce movement, it seems probable that Peffer read the magazine 
regtLar.y. That the argument of the exhausted West was new to Peffer 

fliC? frc ™ ^ iP? fanners’ Defensive Movement” in the 

Fern® 8: 454-4-3 iDec ,889). It would have been completely logical 
for Peffer to have made die point there, but no trace of it appears. ^ 




Historical Background of Turner's Frontier Essay [ 65 ] 

Peffer’s version by no means exhausted the possible comments 
upon the theme by hard-pressed farmers. In the East, where 
Davis’ arguments had been strongly utilized by conservative 
forces opposing agrarian movements, representatives of farm 
organizations, such as the Grange and the Farmers’ League, 
angrily denounced roseate predictions of population fast out¬ 
running production as “buncombe.” Although in full agreement 
that the alienation of the public domain should cease, they main¬ 
tained that the optimistic pronouncements concerning land ex¬ 
haustion were concocted for sinister purposes and would only 
result in preventing farmers from taking political action de¬ 
signed to meet their real needs. Such recognition in no way 
inhibited expression of sectional antagonism toward Western 
competition. As depression increasingly settled down upon East¬ 
ern agriculture, bitter speeches were made and strong resolutions 
passed, castigating various aspects of the land system at meetings 
of the Grange, the Farmers’ League, the farmers’ institutes, and 
agricultural societies. Eastern periodicals and newspapers co¬ 
operated by giving wide publicity to the sectional antagonism. 
One result of the East-West clash was to heighten interest in 
the public domain and various proposals pertaining to its dis¬ 
position. 48 

The point of citing these varied pronouncements upon the 
public domain is not at all to examine their validity. Rather it 
is to illustrate the manner in which the exhausted-lands leitmotif 
became intertwined with discussion of agricultural depletion 
and discontent. To round out this aspect, the views of another 
Kansan, J. Willis Gleed, merit brief summary. His views were 
expressed in the same magazine, the Foruntj and at about the 
same time, March 1890, as the articles by Davis which first at- 
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tracted national attention. 49 In addition to being" professor of 
real estate at the University of Kansas, he operated with his 
brother, Charles S. Gleed, one of the leading law firms in the 
State. 59 It appears that among their clients were a number of 
land mortgage companies, 51 companies hard hit by the depres- 
aon, and fast losing the confidence of the investing public. It 
comes as no shock, therefore, that Gleed, avowedly desirous 
of reassuring Eastern investors in Western mortgages, seized 
upon exhaustion of the public domain as an iron-clad guarantee 
of present and future loans. A rise in land values, he maintained, 
would inevitably follow. Such a rise, of course, was the best 
possible guarantee of the stability of mortgage companies; wise 
investors would act accordingly. 52 

It follows most logically that if the exhaustion or closure of 
the arable public domain was to be the blessing Davis and others 
foresaw, proposals to delay the process ^unnaturally” would 
rouse their bitter opposition. Hence, attempts to open Indian 
reservations to white settlement were severely censured; but 
undoubtedly their choicest epithets were reserved for proponents 
of arid-land reclamation. Here the school of thought represented 
bj-. Davis came into head-on collision with the group led by 
Major John W. Powell. 53 


^ €ec ^ W estern Mortgages,” Forum , 9: 93-105 

1890) do not know whether Gleed was acquainted with Davis 
^ 50 yj*j would not be surprising under the circumstances. 

** II: (June 1891); ConneHey, A Standard History of Kansas 

nd KamanSy 5: 2315. 

in G!< ? d ^presented these companies 

m 1S90, but m 1895 bis fern was handling at least 125 cases for land more- 

Letrer o f J. Willis deed to A. C Mitchell, Dec. 24, 1895, 
J - Collection at the Umrashy of IT.™. I in- 

B ° Sa * 0i ? 8 UniTersij y of Western Ontario for this 
rfonmnon. Gieed wrote another article on “Western Lands and Mort- 

! j 4 ^ -471 (}vme l8 ? l) - Certainly both articles reflect 
Sn^es mt8reSt ^edge of the affairs of mortgage 

52. Gleed, in the Forum, 9: 100-101. 

- 1 ?-' Aa ** Gwraayy Gentleman,. 55; 882 (Nov 6 1800} out 

11 ^ attention of the membe^of these bodi« [S or- 

gsmaanons] ran be cafled off from chimerical and useless projects and 
muted upon the one stmple plan of demanding of their reprLntarives in 
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Powell, since 1878, had been urging the importance of Irri¬ 
gating the arid lands, and in the late eighties he was appointed 
to direct the irrigation surveys authorized by Congress. 54 In 
the spring of 1890, at almost the exact moment when Davis’ 
articles in the Forum concerning land exhaustion were pub¬ 
lished, Powell wrote two important articles for the Century 
Magazine ,* 6 urging the reclamation of 120,000,000 acres. It is 
important to note that Powell admitted ample land existed for 
agriculture in the United States without reclamation. His argu¬ 
ments in favor of irrigation were not based upon the exhaustion 
of the public domain, or of the arable lands, but rather that the 
arid lands in the West constituted the best lands. Further, the 
proud men of the West, gathered to exploit its vast natural 
resources, were “too enterprising and too industrious to beg 
bread from the farms of the East.” 

Nonetheless, the exhausted-land theme was too irresistible an 
argument to be overlooked for long. By 1891 It was being 
worked to the hilt by Westerners favoring irrigation. Land 
Office Commissioner Thomas H. Carter, former Republican 
national chairman and later Senator from Montana, pointed in 
f its report to the dreadful spectacle of a homeseeMng citizens • . . 
exhausting each other’s strength and substance in a fierce struggle 
to obtain tide” in the Oklahoma rush, and elsewhere, as positive 
proof of the urgent need for reclamation. 56 

Congress, not only action for stopping the alienation of our public glands 
in general, but also active and determined opposition to the F&zsell tmga- 
lion inequity , in ■particular [italics added], the greatest calami ty that has 
threatened our agriculture for many years may easily be _ averted. An 
interesting letter by Davis contains an “expose” of die Union Paahcs 
leading role in the irrigation movement. Ibid., 56: 418 (May 21, 18917. 

54. Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Thins (New York, 1931), 354 - 


D jj j w. Powell, “The Irrigable Lands of the Arid Region,” and “The 
Non-inigable Lands of the Arid Region,” Century Magazine, 39: 766- 
77 < 5 , 915^22 (Mar, Apr. 1890); see especially p. 766-768. For similar views, 

see Nelson A. Allies, “Oor Unwatered Empire” A ortb American Revtev:, 


150: 370-381 (Alar. 1890). 

56. U. S. General Land Office, Annual Report, 2891, 51. Opponents 
of the “Arid Land-Plot,” recognizing the potency of the argument, con¬ 
centrated their fire upon It. Here is a sample; “One of the strongest 
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That Oklahoma “proved” the existence of land exhaustion 
was a cardinal tenet of faith among strangely diverse groups. For 
example, Davis, fervently opposed to irrigation, and the land 
commissioner. Carter, enthusiastically championing it, could 
both use Oklahoma to clinch their arguments simply by ringing 
the different changes possible upon the theme. 57 Such ambivalent 
use of Oklahoma was widespread and suggests the ease with 
which the exhaustion theme could be used to establish almost 
any point. The Oklahoma rush, the excitement over the Chero¬ 
kee Outlet, the frenzied scenes as various Indian and military 
reservations were thrown open to settlement—all these were 
invariably cited by groups anxious for one reason or another to 
prove land exhaustion. 

Despite the wide publicity stemming from the battle over 
irrigation 53 —and the publicity resulting from its use in numerous 

other controversies—'we have it on the best authority that few 
people had swallowed the exhausted-land propaganda by early 
1891. Davis admitted as much in this revealing statement; 

It is as remarkable as true that, with very rare exceptions, even the 
most advanced of Americans, as w T el! as Europeans, have thus far 
failed to compass the situation and cannot conceive it as possible 
that the time—as measured by national life—is very near when Amer- 


aigmnmis used by the grabbers, or at least the one given the most promi¬ 
nence, is that there is an overwhelming thirst for homes on the public 
lands, and that the general government owes it to the dear people to at 
once take seeps to render the and region fit for cultivation. The rush 
for the vacant lands in Oklahoma is cited in proof of this, and buckets 
erf tears are shed over the alleged sufferings endured hi the wild scramble 
for a few ^ acres of Gods earth, 5 and the spectacle of ‘men and women 
fighting with desperate energy for a small piece of land. 5 55 Then followed 
a blistering attack upon the “alleged sufferings 55 and mendacity of ‘home- 
seekers who really wanted to secure title and sell out; the land-exhaustion 
sigument was “moo nshin e.” Letter by C. C-, San Francisco, in Country 
Gemlenmiy 56: 911-912 (Nov. 12, 1891). 

57 - Due wing of the ann-imgatbn movement denounced the Okla¬ 
homa argument, as ^moon^iiiie.” See footnote 56. But Davis’ entire thesis 
rested on proving exhaust ion. Exhaustion, according to hlm^ was quite 
fortunate and the only way ^ricnlmial prosperity could be assured. Carter 
also argued exhaustion, but in Ms vemoa it was a calamity making irri¬ 
gation mandatory. 

58. Webb, The Great Pkems t 3 56-35SL 
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ica will cease to press upon the markets of the world an enormous 
surplus of food-stuffs. 59 

A further illustration of how unconvinced American public 
opinion was of the existence of a land shortage may be gleaned 
from an article published in July 1891. The following quotation 
takes on considerable significance because its author, Exastus 
Wiman, an ardent supporter of Davis, was attempting to prove 
that a land shortage did exist . 


That a “land-hunger” should at this early date in the of the 

country exist, and be unappeased, would seem w £os^ 

tinent where land areas were supposed to be iHamtabk and 
soil was supposed to be inexhaustible. That no lands « avtuiaWe 
is a conclusion so unexpected and so extraordinary that it is no 
wonder people doubt the truth of such a statement- 

Not for long were Americans to be left in this blissful state 
of ignorance. Powerful reinforcements were on the way to aid 
Davis and Wiman in establishing the truth of them revelation. 
An analysis of these forces requires consideration of the ne 
immigration,” a topic of ever-increasing importance m the late 
eighties and thereafter. Again lack of space precludes detailed 
discussion, but it may be stated that this development involved 
fundamentally important problems and formed an^importan 
ci-rand in rhe contemporary American social fabric. 


5, D.™, to & W G-*™* S& £5 X'XX'SZ 

3: 651 (May Tfcnitoriet are capable of a vast agricohoral 

that the new Stares and lemtones ™ wide exoanse 

development it will be a revelation meaxn d here d 

of the public domain there is but a small bit ot lano, ncre 
can be profitably brought under cultivation. ^ . American Bffdevs, 

60. Exastus Wiman, “The Famex on Top North 

i»: *4 (Mr 'Ml- He « cSian, was the most 

theme was stock in trade. Wiman, , annexation of Canada or 

prominent figure in the movement for^ ariicie was dearly 

commercial union and 

inspired by reading Davis in the IV y , Tnpper “The Wiman 

“ d ■*** 
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F. 

“New Immigration ” Land Exhaustion , 
Christian Imperialism 

It may even be possible to select a specific date and argue 
that the presidential address of Francis A. Walker before the 
American Economic Association on December 26, 1890, marked 
the beginning of a new phase of the immigration question. It is 
necessary here to stress the prestige and influence exercised by 
General Walker, and to emphasize also that the American Eco¬ 
nomic Asoeiation was one of the most important American 
scholarly groups then in existence. Walker, in company with 
numerous leading intellectuals, had been increasingly alarmed 
by the influx of “alien breeds” into the United States, and his 
address was a clarion cal to the association to consider the 
matter. 

... the prospect before the nation is a gloomy one. The subject 
deserves, demands, instant and fill consideration. The Economic 
Association can do no better service to the country than by ra Inner 
it up for^ earnest, candid, searching investigation, and by bringing 
the question sharply and forcibly, in a! its bearings, before the 
American people. 62 

and of major hnponance—the deep-rooted fear and contempt of the new 
emmc groups. 

See Gar! Wittke, We Who Emit America (New York, 1939), 407-408, 
49S-5H; John Higham, “European Immigration in American Patriotic 
Inoagtit (unpublished PhD. thesis. University of Wisconsin, 1949), 1- 
95» Edward N. Save A, American Historians and European Immigrants, 
1*25-1925 ^ (Sew \ork, 1948), passim; Edwin Mims, Jr., American History 
md Immigratson (Bronxville, N. Y n 1950), 13-56 

62. Francis A. Walker, “The Tide of Economic Thought,” American 
Eeonmiiic Association, Fublicatiom, 6(1-2): 37 (1891). See also Dorfman, 
hconmmc Mmd m American Civilization, 3: 101-102, 205-211. Frank 
M. Taussig In 1897 caled Walker “unquestionably the most prominent 
and the test known of American writers” in the economic field. Tea n- 
nttm P XichoJs, “Walker, Frauds Amasa ...” Dictionary of American 
Biography, 19: 342-344 (New York, 1936). 
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The address was most opportune. Less than three months 
later, the lynching of eleven Italians in New Orleans on March 
ii, 1891, raised the immigration agitation to a fever pitch and 
sounded “like an alarm-bell, rousing every one to the danger. 
Influential adherents of immigration restriction were quick to 
take advantage of the incident and set up a chorus of demands 
to shut the gates. 64 

At this strategic moment, the issue of the Arena for May, 
1891, appeared, with Davis’ piece, “The Wheat Supply of Europe 
and America,” which was an elaboration of his previous findings 
that the arable land, public and private, was virtually exhausted. 
The article was presented with great fanfare, B. O. Flower, the 
editor, proudly proclaiming that “almost a year was required by 
Mr. Davis to secure from Europe, Asia, Australia, South and 
North America the official data employed in this essay. It is 
probably the most complete and exhaustive examination of the 
wheat problem that has ever appeared in any review.” 60 

Given the potent possibilities of the land-exhaustion argu¬ 
ment, the exponents of agricultural prosperity and immigration 
restriction joined hands, as might be expected, in a very short 
time. The marriage may be said to have been first consummated 
effectively in the editorial pages of the July, 1891, issue of the 
Review of Reviews, a leading advocate of restriction. 66 Two 

63. John Hawks Noble, “The Present State of the Imimgration Ques¬ 
tion,” Folitical Science Quarterly. 7: 232 (June 1892). 

64. A good illustration of the impact of the New Orleans massacre is 
the turn about in the editorial policy of the Naum 1. On Feb. 5, 1891, it 
deprecated the fears of “alarmists” and maintained present laws were sui- 
Sclent. On Apr. 16, 1891, one month after the lynching, it demanded a 
restrictive English-speaking test for immigrants. By Apr. 30, 1891, an e - 
torial was able to comment upon die rather widespread response to its 
proposal by the American press. See the Nation, 52: 108, 30, 354 ” 355 * 

65. “Notes and Announcements,” Arena, 3: xxviii (May 1891)- _ 

66. This precise dating is based on a study of the literature on immi¬ 
gration during Jan. 1, 1882-Jan. 1, 1S92. The first effective linkage between 
immigration restriction and imminent land exhaustion appears to have 
been made in the Review of Reviews (Amer. ed.), 3; 57 2> 57 2 (July 1891). 
It is significant that the June issue of the Remew contained a summary or 
Davis 5 article with the introductory note: “Leading place in the May 
Arena is given to a paper of Mr. C. Wood Davis on The Wheat Supply 
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weighty reasons were given for the recent revulsion of Ameri¬ 
can feeling toward immigration. One was the change in the 
character of the immigrants; the other was stated thus: “The 
free homestead area in the United States is practically exhausted, 
and the westward agricultural migration has been carried already 
beyond the safe limits of the rain-belt, with the inevitable result 
of disappointment, local distress, and occasional abandonment 
of drouth-afflicted lands.” 

Davis’ article would probably have attracted considerable 
attention in any event, but from this time on the subject of land 
exhaustion became an inseparable part of the immigration ques¬ 
tion. The assertion may be made in this positive fashion because 
both sides in the controversy over restriction agreed on that, 
if nothing eke. Thus, Edward Atkinson, strongly In favor of 


of Europe and America.*” Ibid^ 3: 499 (June 1891). These circumstances, 
and the dose si m il a rity in the wording used by the Review to Davis 5 
phraseology, male plausible the speculation that the latter was the direct 
source of inspiration for the merger between immigration restriction and 
land exhaustion. 

It is true that in 1887 Worthington C. Ford used much the same argu¬ 
ment in calling for some degree of control over immigration. See Ms 
“Regulating Immigration,” Epoch, 1: 229-230 (Apr. 15, 1887). Other slight 
anticipations of the linkage can be found before July 1891. See Hjaimar 
H. Boyesen, “Dangers of Unrestricted Immig mtrnn ” Formn , 3: 534-535 
(July 1887); ‘The American Field for Emigration,” Chambers 5 Journal 
(Edinburgh),^. 5, 6: 820-823 (Dec. 28, 1889); and Henry Cabot Lodge, 
The Restriction of Imroigration,” North AsnericsR Review , 152: 31 (Jan. 

Xoaetheli^, the crucial point is that until land entries f ell , off sharply, 
as they did in the nineties because of the severe agricultural depression, 
the land-exhaustion argument could not have been taken seriously. At 
lost there is no evidence that it was used prior to July 1891 by Richmond 
Afeyo-Smirii, Francis A. Walker, or Albert Shaw-three influential ad¬ 
herents of ^immigration restriction. As noted in footnote 35, Mayo-Smith 
conceded in 1890 that abundant land existed for settlement. "Walker did 
not use the exhausted-land theme In his article on “Immigration and 
Degradation” in the Formn 11; 634-644 (Aug. 1891), although it might 
well have been employed there effectively. Finally, as late as June 1891, 
the Review, edited by Shaw, deplored the stimulus to immigration stem¬ 
ming from free gifts of our public lands.” To check the resulting “in¬ 
flux," a stiff literacy test was editorially demanded. Ibid., 3: 443. Shaw’s 
abrupt Sip-Sop between June and July indicates a very rapid conversion 
to the exhausnon theme. 
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continued immigration, argued that there was “Incalculable 
Room for Immigrants’’: 

The argument upon which the proposition for taxation or exclusion 
is based seems to be mainly that our free land has been disposed of 
by the Government, and that we have no longer any land to give 
away. That may be admitted. What has it to do with the question? 
The disposal of land by original owners, either the government, the 
state, or private persons, has no necessary connection with the oc¬ 
cupancy and productive use of land. 67 

General Walker, strongly opposed to a policy of unrestricted 
immigration, in August, 1892, conceded that the shortage-of- 
land argument was the chief consideration in moving the public 
mind and went on: 

h. generation or less ago, a vast extent of free public lands offered 
to every new-comer a home and a farm simply for the seeking. . . - 
If not here, then there, lands of excellent quality and easy of cul¬ 
tivation lay open to his choice. Such a resort to the soil, so open, 
so free, hardly allowed a labor problem to exist. To-day, the tracts 
of public land worth taking up under the homestead and preemption 
acts are few and far between. . . . Reluctant as we may be to recog¬ 
nize it, a labor-problem is at last upon us. No longer can a continent 
of free virgin lands [italics added] avert from us the social straggle 
which the old world has known so long and so painfully. 68 

To indicate that this powerful line of argument continued to 
prevail. General Walker, in another article, published in June 
1896, made the same point. 69 

Henceforth, Davis had the big guns of the contemporary 
intellectual world loudly proclaiming with him the exhaustion 
of the public domain. The immigration question, according to 
Senator Henry Cabot Lodge in September, 1891, was “receiving 
every day more and more of the public attention, and those who 
are taking it up, and who are coming to feel that it is the gravest 

67. Edward Atkinson, “Incalculable Room for Immigrants ” Forum, 

13: 361-362 (May 1892). 

68. Francis A. Walker, “Immigration,” Yale Review, 1: 129-130 (Aug. 

69. Francis A. Walker, ‘Restriction of Immigration,” Atlantic Monthly, 
78: 826 (June 1896). 
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subject before the American people, are the most earnest and 
thoughtful men in the community. 5770 

Among: these “'thoughtful men/ 5 besides, of course, the Sen¬ 
ator, were General Walter, Richmond Mayo-Smith, John Fiske, 
Richard T. Ely, Albert Shaw, Nathaniel S. Shaler, and a con¬ 
siderable number of leading academicians. 71 By May 31, 1894, 
mingled feelings of anger and fear had so stirred wide sections 
of the American intellectual and social elite that the Immigration 
Restriction League was organized, appropriately enough at Bos¬ 
ton. 42 One set of literary statistics mirrored the growth of inter¬ 
est in the immigration question which gave rise to the league. 
Under the two titles of “Immigrants 55 and “Immigration, 55 Poole's 


70. Henry Cabot Lodge, “The Political Issues of 1802,” Forum. , 12: 

104. (Sept. i%i). 

71. James Phlnaey Munroe, A Life of Francis Amass Walker (New 
lorR, 1923), 300, stares that, from the late eighties to his death in 1897, bi- 
metaJJfan and immigratioii “overshadowed, for him, all other economic 
i mm ediate problems.” The bibliography compiled by Munroe attests to 
the. frequency with winch IValker addressed himself to immigration. His 
wntiiigs reveal a strong, if not fanatical, belief in the necessity for re¬ 
striction. 


Richmond ^Mayo-Smith's Emigration and Immigration (New York, 
1890) was a widely read and most influential book on the subject. He con- 
tj-i numerous articles in similar vein to the Political Science Quarterly 
an was 2 vice president of the hmmgratioii Restriction League. Other 
vice presidents were Nathaniel S. Staler and Senator Lodge, with John 
hiske occupying the presidency. Letterhead of the Immigration Restric¬ 
tion Leagoe^ in the collection of its publications at Cornell University. 

Albert Shaw was editor of the Review of Reviews, and its violent edi- 
tom^s on the subject leave no doubt about Ms position. 

Richard T. Ely’s second seminar at the University of Wisconsin in 
pie 1892 was given over to discussion of immigration restriction. 
Msseqnent meetings attested to his deep interest and strong feelings on 
me robject. See his Economic Seminary Minutes, 1892-93, p. 3, 51-56, in the 
Eiy Collection, State Historical Society of Wisconsin 3 5 5 

or an enlightening discussion of the views of historians generally, see 
Saretih, Amencsn Historians and European Immigrants , 200-201, and 


72. Immigration Restriction League, Boston, Annual Report of the 
Executive Commttee, Jan. 14, 1895. The report boasted of 531 members 
m 14 states. The Comdi University Library has a complete collection of 
Hie Leagues pobiicaxiocxs. 
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Index to Periodical Literature from 1882 to 1887 lists 10 articles, 
from 1887 to 1892, 43, and from 1892 to 1896, 68. 73 

In discussing the impact of the restriction movement upon 
American intellectuals, the Review of Reviews should be singled 
out for special attention. Founded in England in 1890 and edited 
by W. T. Stead, it aspired to the lofty ambition of creating 
what it pleased to call a Civic Church—a civic church which 
would attain an inspirational role in the English-speaking world 
equivalent to that exercised by the Catholic Church in its prime 
over the intelligence of Christendom. The Review—which, was 
to serve as the bible of the new church—explicitly stated its 
creed in the first issue: “We believe in God, in England, and 
in Humanity! The English-speaking race is one of the chief of 
God’s chosen agents for executing coming improvements in the 
lot of mankind.” 74 Understandably enough, with the publication 
of a separate American edition, the creed was deftly reworded 
to avoid irritating Yankee sensibilities. The Review now be¬ 
lieved “in God, in Humanity, and in the English-speaking 
race. . . .” 75 

Holding to such dogmas, it is not surprising that the first 
American issue, appearing in April 1891, just after the New 
Orleans lynching, immediately expressed concern with the im¬ 
migration problem 76 Soon the Review was frenetically up in 
arms against the spoliation of the native “pedigree-stock by . . . 
the refuse of the murder-breeds of Southern Europe.”* 7 Char¬ 
acterized by the magazine in one of its more restrained moments 
as “people of alien races and strange languages,” 78 these immi- 

73. Poole 7 s Index to Periodical Literature (rev. ed., New York, 1938), 
Supplements, 1: 215, 2: 208-209, 3: 275. Not only did the number of articles 
grow but they were increasingly opposed to immigration. 

74. “To All English-Speaking Folk” Review of Reviews ^ (London), 
1: 15-20 (Jan. 1890). The quotation is from p. 17. For the Revtevfs Bibli¬ 
cal aspirations, see p. 20. 

75. Ibid^ 3: 3 (Jan. 1891). This reprinting of the address, “To All 
T.-ngrlicK -Sp ^ldng - Folk,” was prompted by the announcement of a forth¬ 
coming American edition. 

76. Review of Reviews (Amer. ed.), 3: 228 (Apr. 1891). 

77. lbid n 3: 331 (May 1891). 

78. lbid n 3: 443 (June 1891). 
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grants were viewed as a grave menace to the success of the 
English-speaking people’s divine mission. During the early nine¬ 
ties, it was a comparatively rare issue that appeared without 
some space being given to die immigration question. Under the 
editorship of Albert Shaw, an early Johns Hopkins Ph.D., the 
Remew rapidly attained a place of considerable influence in 
American thought. 19 As a result, the restriction movement was 
assured a consistent organ for its preachments, and, moreover, 
one that circulated widely among scholars. 

Among the eminent contributors to the Review was the 
Reverend Josiah Strong, secretary of the North American Evan¬ 
gelical Alliance, and widely renowned after 1885 as author of 
the religious tract. Our Country.™ Strong’s close affinity to the 
Review w T as only natural. As early as 1882, eight years before 
the magazine appeared, tie had vigorously been preaching a 
doctrine which may appropriately be called Anglo-Saxon Chris¬ 
tian Imperialism—a doctrine similar in many respects to that of 
the RevteWj and quite posably its direct inspiration. 81 Accord- 


79. On die occasion of its first anniversary the American edition 
daimed a orcokdon of 70,000. It could also boast, and apparently with 
some ^degree of accuracy, that it was the “generally expressed opinion of 
experienced observers. . . .^that the quick rise of this Review to a place 
or influence and consideration has been without precedent in the history 
of American periodicals^ /Mi, 5: 263 (Apr. 1892). Herbert Baxter Adams 
hiamiy endorsed the Review. Bid, (London), Mar. 1891. So also did 
Rated T. Ely. Shaw to Ely, Nov. 23, 1892, in the Ely Collection. 

. W2S die^first elected member of the American Historical Associa- 

HOT1. Hi* ura&c *sr«tlZ'ErA A _!_T"* — _ - a * 


Gi the American Political Science Association in 1906. His obituary in the 
Hmrnied Review, 53: 220-221 (Oct. 1947) contains this glow- 
nip tribute; In 1890 he tamed ... to the career that made him a recorder 

ot mnent history month by month, die editorship of die American Review 
gj Renews. For forty-six years his name and that of this important im¬ 
partial chronicle were synonymous. The Review of Reviews was a period!- 

cat of great significance in its day and of great usefulness to die historian 
““ P* 511 ®?- *£set a high standard of fairness and of unemotional ration- 
ty. . . . Dr. Shaw ■wrote many studies and received many honors: but 
to monument and his memorial are the American Review of Reviews at 

tne turn of die centuryJ** 

R ^ ^ ~ la paxc upon articles written for tire 

Renew. See Ms Am Em (New lork, 1893), v. 

Si. Strong, Our Country, 159. Here he pointed out that his views were 
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ing to him, the “Anglo-Saxon race,” because of its peculiar 
attributes, was divinely commissioned to spread Christianity 
throughout the world, and thus bring about the Kingdom of 
God on earth. 82 As has been noted above, Strong laid great 
emphasis upon the coming exhaustion of the public lands. In 
his scheme of things, the chief importance of exhaustion lay in 
the fact that: 

. . . God, with infinite wisdom and skill, is training the Anglo-Saxon 
race for an hour sure to come in the world s future. Heretofore 
there has always been ... a comparatively unoccupied land west¬ 
ward, into which the crowded countries of the East have poured 
their surplus populations. But the widening waves of migration 
.. , meet to-day on our Pacific coast. There are no more new worlds. 
The unoccupied arable lands of the earth are limited, and will soon 
be taken. The time is coming when the pressure of population on 
the means of subsistence will be felt here as it is now felt in Europe 
and Asia. Then will the world enter upon a new stage of its history 
—the final competition of races, for which the Anglo-Saxon is being 
schooled. . . . Then this race of unequalled energy, with all the 
majesty of numbers and the might of wealth behind it . . . having 
developed peculiarly aggressive traits calculated to impress its insti¬ 
tutions upon mankind, will spread itself over the earth. 8 " 8 

Now, it logically follows that since the United States was 
to be the center from which the expansion took place, the well- 
spring of its strength must be kept pure and undiluted. As 
Strong put it in his New Era in 1893, this need only emphasized 
“the importance to mankind and to the coming Kingdom of 
guarding against the deterioration of the Anglo-Saxon stock in 
the United States by immigration. 5>84 In such fashion, divine 
blessing was invoked for the restriction movement, and an 
important addition made to its armory of argument. 

expressed in a public lecture three years before the appearance of John 
Fiske’s article on “Manifest Destiny” in Harper's Magazine for March 
1885, containing “some of the same ideas.” For a statement on the Anglo- 
Saxon’s mission, quite similar in tone and language to Josiah Strongs, see 
the Review of Reviews, 1: 15-16 (Jan. 1890). 

82. Strong, Our Country, 160-161. 

83. Ibid., 174-175- - .. 

84. Strong, New Era, 80. See also Ms Oar Country, 40-43, for an earlier 
warning on the immigration danger. 
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Here also was a most important contribution, direct and 
indirect, to what James C. Malin has called the “closed-space” 
doctrines characteristic of the period: direct, in Strong’s empha¬ 
sis upon the importance of land exhaustion as the key impulse 
setting in motion his tidal wave of Anglo-Saxon Christian Im¬ 
perialism; indirect, in that Strong strengthened the immigration 
restriction movement which used land exhaustion as stock in 
trade. 

The article on Strong in the Dictionary of American Biog¬ 
raphy gives some indication of his influence: 


Jhe book [Oar Country] created a sensation. It was translated into 
oreign . guages. Oriental as well as European, and reissued in new 
and revised editions in America. It made Strong a national figure, 
brought him repeated requests for lectures and speeches, and was 

r n of Jf 5 a PPomtment as secretary of the American Evan- 

gelical Alliance. 85 ' 


That Strong’s doctrines also reached into high places is 
amply suggested by the copy of Our Country that Andrew 
D- White presented to the Cornell University Library. It bears 
the comment by White, dated April 3, 1887, “an exceedingly 
valuable and interesting little book” 86 




jonn riaynes Holmes, “Strong, Josiah . 
cm&ograpby, 18: 150 (New York, 1936). 

of Our Country boasted of 148,000 copies in circnla- 
° f Ae 1*** bad been reprinted by 
and Glassow ~R,- ^° DI b “d Canada,” not to omit London 

as wT&A TholLd” W ° f Nea Era Ested 

of £ Sod “ 1116 “tellectual history 
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G. 

Turner, Loria, and the Climate of Opinion 


A considerable number of other variations upon the well- 
worn theme developed here might be given, but little reason 
appears to further belabor the issue. 87 During the last quarter 
of the nineteenth century, the fundamental economic and social 
forces set in motion by the Communication Revolution, or^ ac¬ 
companying its spread, resulted in marked attention being given 
by Americans to the public domain and to ideas of closed spa.ce. 
Striking changes in economics, politics, and social organization 
were taking place, and even greater ones appeared in the offing. 
Whether from honest conviction or merely from convenience 
In debate, considerable numbers of influential men pointed to 
the state of the public domain as a major factor in these changes. 
In the early nineties, the climate of intellectual opinion was 

of Oar Country published by 1891 he may have been affected indirectly 
through Bryce. This particular chain of reasoning may be wholly un¬ 
tenable, but in scanning the literature of die period one can not fail to 
be impressed with the many and varied imprints of Strongs influence. 

Strong’s emphasis on the crucial importance of the West appears to 
have derived from the fact that Our Country was written avowedly to 
gain financial support for home missionary work in the West. See ch. 14* 
“Money and the Kingdom,” Otar Country, 180-222. In his 1893 book, the 
Ne*w Era } covering much the same ground, fais emphasis on the impor¬ 
tance of the West is missing. . 

87. Among others, the campaigns for better farming, conservation, land 
reform, opening up Indian reservations, and banning alien landholding 
used land exhaustion as a salient argument. In this essay I have only been 
able to suggest the intricate interweavings between the various strands of 
the theme. Further research would seem to be called for if the impact of 
these pressure groups upon American public opinion is to be properly 
evaluated. Nonetheless, I incline to the belief that in the nineties, and for 
considerable time thereafter, the American people in general thought 
alarmist accounts of the demise of the arable land very much exagger¬ 
ated Thus C. Wood Davis was greeted with numerous invitations to 
come out amd see for himself that there was “plenty of land out West,” 
and Prawns ridiculed the “hoary nonsense” of his “Malthusian ideas, 
pointing to the immense Canadian prairies awaiting cultivation. 
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definitely affected by their argument, though it may seriously 
be doubted that the American people as a whole subscribed to 
its validity. 

However, the essential question that remains to be discussed 
is not the general extent to which public opinion was affected, 
but the specific extent to which the contemp orary historical 
setting affected Frederick Jackson Turner’s thinking about 
American history. Possibly the best way to introduce this 
question is to quote from an article written by C. Wood Davis 
in June, 1891: 88 Entitled “Some Impending Changes,” it began: 

When we reflect that the prime factor in the unexampled pros¬ 
perity of the United States, and our comparative freedom from 
many of the social and economic problems long confronting Europe, 
has been the existence of an almost unlimited area of fertile land to 
which the unemployed could freely resort; that, practically, such 
lands are now fully occupied, and that such occupancy has occa¬ 
sioned a sudden halt in the westward movement of population at the 
line found to be the extreme western limit of profitable agriculture, 
it may be well to inquire what changes are likely to result from 
die exhaustion of the tillable portion of the public domain. 

After pointing to “the eagerness with which worthless tracts 
[Indian reservations] are contended for, by myriads of the 
landless,” as complete proof of exhaustion, Davis noted: 

Heretofore, when the invention of a labor-saving device threw 
numbers of men out of employment, a portion, especially of the 

more thrifty, resorted to the public domain from which they pro¬ 
ceeded to carve a farm, or bought the farms of others contemplat¬ 
ing remora! to the public lands, or in other cases, found employ¬ 
ment in one of the many channels constantly being opened for 
labor in the improvement of the new Stats. 

All this was now to be changed, and new opportunities no 
longer existed for laborer, capitalist, or railway projector. Of 
course, farmers and landowners were to achieve earthly para¬ 
dise, and this is the justification for referring to Davis’ optimis¬ 
tic agrarian panacea. Ultimately, however, the “unendurable 


88. Country Gemlemm s 56: 493, 513 (June 18, 25, 1891). 
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distress” of the growing army of unemployed proletarians 
would cause “social disturbances of grave significance.” Malthus 
pessimism, which did so much to enshroud political economy 
with its reputation as “the gloomy science,” was essentially 
shared by his disciple in 1891, “in the absence of the safety-valve 
heretofore existing in the public domain.” The dire results fore¬ 
seen by Davis may be summed up in his prediction that with 
the safety valve gone, American uniqueness would disappear, 
the country would revert to much the same caste system as in 
Western Europe, and a great standing army would have to be 
created rather “than to support in pot-house idleness such ele¬ 
ments as follow the lead of Johann Most.” 

Whether or not Turner read this analysis is not particularly 
crucial. No attempt is being made here to establish a direct 
Davis-Tumer chain of reasoning. What is significant is that 
the ideas embodied in Davis 1 article did not represent an isolated 
and obscure episode in the intellectual history of the early 
nineties. On the contrary, they were a not uncommon version 
of a topic entering deep into the roots of contemporary Ameri¬ 
can thought, a topic which in many guises was coming to 
engage the attention of ordinary and extraordinary citizens alike, 
in short, a topic that Turner as a literate man simply had to 
he familiar with—independent of any personal and immediate 
knowledge of C. Wood Davis of Sedge wick County, Kansas. 

This contention appears to be eminently reasonable merely 
on the face of it, but more direct evidence can also be brought 
to bear upon the issue. For one thing, in 1888 the State His¬ 
torical Society of Wisconsin, along with the University of 
Wisconsin Department of History, initiated a project to study 
organized immigration into Wisconsin. Reuben G. Thwaites, 
the corresponding secretary of the society, was most enthusiastic 
about the project, describing it as of “the utmost importance 
and significance.” 89 And in an address before the historical 
society on January 28, 1891, Herbert Baxter Adams called the 

89. Wisconsin State Historical Society, Proceedings , 36: 47 (Madison, 
1889), and 37: 57-63 (1890). 



C J AMERICAN HISTORICAL WRITING RECONSIDERED 

study, One of the most hopeful signs of the times in Wisconsin” 
and one that promised to yield “sociological results of profound 
interest not only to the State but to the whole country.” 90 

Turner’s historical essays written between 1891 and 1893 
definitely reflect this interest in immigration, and they also 
reflect his concern with many of the contemporary themes 
discussed above. The effect of immigration upon America, the 
impact of America upon Europe, the influence of free land and 
the possible results of its exhaustion, and the breakdown of 
American commercial isolation, all were pointed to as demanding 
historical investigation. 91 Indeed, in 1891, Turner was so dis¬ 
turbed by scholarly inattention to immigration that he gloomily 
observed: “The story of the peopling of America has not yet 
been written. We do not understand ourselves.” 92 

Earncnlarly noteworthy in Turner’s treatment is the strik¬ 
ing smilanty revealed in tone and emphasis of observations 
made upon ^the same themes by many of his contemporaries. 
Again no direct li nks between Turner and specific individuals 
will^be attempted. Nonetheless, read in conjunction with the 
writings of David A. Wells, Horatio Seymour, Francis A. 
Walker, Joslah Strong, James Bryce, Shosuke Sato, C. Wood 
Davis, and Richmond Mayo-Smith (and a host of others might 
be appropriately named), little doubt remains, at least in my 
mind, ^ that young Turner’s early essays were permeated with 
polemical ideas directly stemming from Ms intellectual milieu. 93 

90 . 38: 93-94 (1891). 

91. The Early Writings of Frederick Jackson Turner (Madison, 1038), 
60, 61-62, 63-64, 73-74, 78, 82, 83, 188, 229. 

92. IM£, 64. One of the eaxlesc dissertations done under Ms direction 
dealt with me migration of Germans to Wisconsin. 

- 93 - Cited above in footnotes 3, 19, 24, 30, 51, 34, 35, 86, and 88. The 
fflmianp- -with Richmond Mayo-Smith is not explicit as cited above. But 

the Mowing quotation received considerable attention at the time. In 
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Indeed, given Turner’s philosophy of history at the time, it 
would have been almost impossible for any other development 
to have occurred. In 1891, in his essay on “The Significance of 
History,” Turner stressed the dictum that u Each age writes the 
history of the past anew with reference to the conditions up¬ 
permost in its own time”** 

That this dictum should be interpreted as evidence of 
Turner’s “present-mindedness” appears to be strikingly con¬ 
firmed by an undergraduate thesis written under his direction 
in 1894. Entitled, “The Effect of the Settlement of the Public 
Domain on Immigration,” 95 it was, in reality, a brief but earnest 
plea for restriction, based upon lessons supposedly drawn from 
history. Tumerian in spirit and in underlying assumptions, the 
thesis may be summarized as follows: 

Macaulay emphasized the importance to America of large areas 


social problems for ns in this country. We have laughed at the fear of 
over-population,—that nightmare of the countries of Europe. There has 
always been room for the restless and energetic. When a man failed in 
the East he could go to the West. When trade became unprofitable, a 
man could take to agriculture. Our public land has been our great safety- 
valve, relieving the pressure of economic stress and failure. This enor¬ 
mous expansion has been due very largely to it.” 

Mayo-Smith’s formulation clearly did not go unnoticed by scholars in 
the period. See the article by Davis R. Dewey, “Public Land of the United 
States,” in R. H. Inglis Paigrave, ed n Dictionary of Political Economy 
(London, 1896), 2: 553-554. 

94. Turner, The Early Writings . . . , 52. 

95. Court Wayland Lamoreux’s thesis submitted for the degree of 
bachelor of letters in the civic historical course. University of Wisconsin, 
1894. Opposite the title page is the notation, “Approved: Frederick J. 
Turner, Professor of Am. Hist.” I am indebted to Fulmer Mood of the 
University of Texas for his kindness in calling the thesis to my attention. 

Lamoreux’s thesis shows that a fair amount of work went into its 
composition, but it might really be called an oversized term paper. Almost 
every one of its 31 pages is stamped with unmistakable signs of Turner’s 
influence. As such, the thesis offers an interesting sample of the inter¬ 
pretations placed upon Turner’s teachings in 1894 by his students. 

In this connection, it is interesting to note that Turner’s frontier essay 
is not cited in the bibliography. Instead, the thesis gives the strong impres¬ 
sion that It was based in large measure upon lecture notes taken in 
Turner’s classes. For Turner’s emphasis on the functional role of his¬ 
tory, see The Early Writings . . . , 58-67. 
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of vacant land, and the resulting dangers to our institutions when 
die supply was exhausted. We are now at that stage, and must 
therefore re-examine the desirability of immigration. In the past 
immigration was a benefit. Sturdy yeomen coming in search of free¬ 
dom were able to go to the public lands and carve out homes. The 
mighty West distributed and Americanized our foreign element, 
and acted as a safety valve for the restless and discontented. 

Now our arable public land is practically gone. As a result, 
population is. piling up in urban areas, particularly alien population, 
because immigrants no longer go to the West. All writers look with 
alarm at the swarming of Southern Europeans thronging to the 
does. There, the new type of immigrant coming to our shores is 
extremely difficult to assimilate and presents a grave threat to our 
institutions. With the passing of the frontier we are entering upon 
a new era. If immigration does not stop of its own accord, we must 
adopt restrictive measures or we face the serious danger of losing 
our American natio nali ty. 

Of particular interest to us are the sources used by Court 
Wayland Lamoreux, the author of the thesis. Most of the writers 
tkscussed in the present article were drawn upon, and Lamo- 
reux cited many of the works footnoted above. He freely em¬ 
ployed the arguments, and indeed the phraseology, of Joskh 
Strong, Francis A. Walker, C. Wood Davis, Richmond Mayo- 
Snndi, John W. Powell, and others— sometimes with due ac¬ 
knowledgment but more often not. The essential “present- 
mindedness” of Lamoreux’s study is clearly revealed by its 
bibiography. Not a single reference antedated 1883, and the 
bulk of the references consisted of magazine articles written in 
the early nineties. Accordingly, the thesis reflects not only 
Tumerian inspiration, but the arguments of writers favoring 
immigration restriction, arid-land reclamation, Christian imperi¬ 
alism, agricultural prosperity, etc. 

The fact that Turner ^approved” the completed thesis does 
not, of course, constitute expldt evidence that he inspired, or 
endorsed, its sentiments. However, the circumstances strongly 
suggest that this was the case. In the first place, it was a logical 
topic for him to have assigned or approved—a topic flowing 
directly out of both his interest in immigration and the ideas 
expressed in his frontier essay of 1893. A close reading of 
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Lamoreux’s thesis makes it obvious that the student was simply 
presenting' material which confirmed his teacher s precepts 
material in harmony with the frontier concept at every point. 
Moreover, the deductions drawn from this material were most 
logical, if the assumptions made by Turner in his essay were 
correct. Finally, and of considerable importance, the thesis is a 
clear application of the direct functional approach to history 
then subscribed to by Turner. The settlement of the public 
domain was being studied to prove the necessity for immigra¬ 
tion restriction—the earnest redundancy with which the thesis 
urged such restriction brooks no other interpretation. Here, 
with a vengeance, was history being written 4 ‘with reference 
to the conditions uppermost in its own time.” 

Additional support for this line of reasoning can be mustered. 
It is known that Turner was influenced by Francis A. Walker, 96 
and written evidence exists that he read the Review of Reviews , 97 
Both Walker and the Review were in the forefront of the 
immigration restriction battle and constantly used the land ex¬ 
haustion argument. Moreover, their arguments favoring restric¬ 
tion were vigorously championed on the Wisconsin campus by 
Richard T. Ely, then Turner’s colleague, friend, and former 
teacher. Upon coming to Wisconsin to head the newly created 
School of Economics, Political Science, and History—and Turner 
was largely instrumental in bringing him there—Ely took up the 
immigration question in his second formal seminar on September 
28, 1892. Subsequent meetings discussed the topic in consider¬ 
able detail, and Ely continually urged the need for restriction. 98 

96. Mood, in Colonial Society of Massachusetts, Transactions, 34: 295- 
303, 305-308, and in Agricultural History, 19: 24-30. 

97. Turner to Ely, Mar. 14, 1892, in the Ely Collection, State His¬ 
torical Society of Wisconsin. 

98. Fortunately, Ely kept detailed notes on his seminars. See his Eco¬ 
nomic Seminary Notes, 1892-93, in the Ely Collection. 

Ely’s strong influence upon the intellectual life of the period is treated 
in Sidney Fine, “Richard T. Ely, Forerunner of Progressivism, 1880- 
1901,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 37: 599-624 (Mar. 1951). 

In reading the contemporary literature it is difficult to avoid the im¬ 
pression that most intellectuals operated in a fairly tight-knit orbit of 
ideas. One is continually struck by the repetition of core ideas in strik- 
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At a time when immigration commanded widespread interest, it 
is unlikely that he failed to discuss the topic with his colleague. 
Therefore, little doubt remains that before Turner wrote his 
frontier essay he was at least exposed to the contemporary 
arguments centering around the importance of the public do¬ 
main. And the available evidence suggests that Turner essen¬ 
tially shared the opinions of Ely and Walker. 

In this connection, it appears significant that one of the first 
scholars to voice approval of the frontier thesis was John Fiske, 
the first president of the Immigration Restriction League." As 
the thesis written in 1894 by Turner’s student shows, two sep¬ 
arate but related arguments could be drawn from his teachings 
to support the restriction crusade. One, the exhaustion of the 
pubic domain, was in no sense original with Turner, having 
been used for that purpose since July, 1891. And, strictly speak¬ 
ing, neither was the argument which revolved around the 
beneficent qualities of the frontier. Richmond Mayo-Smith, at 
1 east as early as March 1888, 100 stated in print that immigrants 
no longer underwent the cleansing conditions of “frontier life.” 
The frontier had enabled America to “digest almost anything 
sent to us,” and purified even “the depraved dregs of European 
civilization.” Furthermore, in earlier times, the difficulties of 
emigrating to America, resulted, according to him, in a kind of 
Darwinian “process of natural selection.” Now, an undesirable 
class of foreigners was being aided, indeed encouraged, to emi¬ 
grate. They congregated in large cities rather than going to the 
West, and were not being attracted “by the abundance of free 
land, but by the growth of the factory system, which gives it 
[this immigration] an entirely different character.” 


mgij' smiiar phraseology. Indeed, a relatively small group of men seem 
to have set the intdlectnal tone of the era, and Ely was one of the elite. 

99 - Sumer’s Autobiographical Letter,” Wisconsin Magazine of His- 
tory, 29: 96 (Sept. 1935). 

100 Richmond Mayo-Smith, £l Control of Immigration,” Political Sci- 
eme Quarterly, 3: 46-77, 197-225, 409-424 (Mar,, June, Sept. 1888). The 
four phrases here quoted are from p. 68, 413, 7 6, and 56 respectively. 
Mayo-Smith did not same Darwin, but he was clearly thinking along the 
lines suggested by the English scientist. See p. 61-62, 76-77. For his discus¬ 
sion ox undesirable immigrants, see p. 61-77, 


Historical Background of Turner's Frontier Essay [ 87 ] 

Prior to Turner’s 1893 essay, it does not appear that the 
immigration restriction literature gave any prominence to the les¬ 
sening impact of the frontier, although the congestion m the 
cities was frequently pointed to as refuting the need for im¬ 
migrant labor in the West. But in September, 1894, Richmond 
Mayo-Smith, then a vice president of the Immigration Restric¬ 
tion League, returned to the theme.™ By this time, he was even 
more forcibly impressed with the inherent possibilities of in¬ 
voking the potent magic of the “frontier.” Using language and 
examples that are quite reminiscent of Tumer-so reminiscent 
in fact as to suggest strongly that he had read the frontier 
essay in the interim-Mayo-Smith paid tribute to the physical 
environment as an assimilating force and maintained. 


The most powerful influence of this sort is, to my mmd, what 
may be termed the ‘frontier life,’ which has been the peculiar factor 
in the development of this country. From the beginning the settlers 
have been obliged to carry on a persistent struggle with nature and 
with savage foes. . . . They developed a spirit of self-reliance, a 


101. Richmond Mayo-Smith, “Assimilation of Nationalmes in the 
United States,” Political Science Quarterly , 9: 426 - 444 . 649-670 ^pt, 
Dec. 1804). The quotation is from p. 439-441. . . _ __ 

The close parallels between the two men suggest “ 
sibility. In view of the considerable presage enjoye y Turner 

Science Quarterly at the time, it is not difficult to beheve that Turner 
read Mayo-Smith's articles in 1888 If he had, the latter nngh,-bewdro 
have helped pave the way for the fronuer essay, and m turn M^Snum 
might wdl have been impressed with Turner’s development of the fron¬ 
ts theme in 1893. One slight, but possibly significant, straw 
is the fact that in 1888 Mayo-Smith used ^ 

life several times, and without quotation marks, tf ’ i*r » 

Turner’s essay was read and published, he wrote it dm way &<»»» “e 
The introduction of quotation marks, along with definite smulann« m 
language, and choice of examples, to Turner, would seem to gt 

i» d» Turner CoUeedou, Hough- 
ton library, Harvard University, Theodore Roosevelt wrote « Tomen 
“I have been greatly interested in your pamphlet, “On the Fronner. it 
comes at the right rime for me, for I intend to make use of it in wxinng 
Stotae of my ‘Winning of the West,’ of course maj Ml 
acknowledgement. I think you have struck some first class ideas, aim have 
put into definite shape a good deal of thought which has been floatmg 
around rather loosely [italics added]. 
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capacity for self-government, which are the most prominent char¬ 
acteristics of the American people. . . . Many of the immigrants 
nave been subjected to this influence with precisely the same re¬ 
sets as were felt by the original colonists. . . . [But] The frontier 
life is largely a thing of the past. The best land has been taken up. 
* - - this respect the physical environment, as an assimilating 
power, is a diminishing force. 


Increasingly thereafter, adherents of restriction struck these 
notes. Immigrants no longer underwent the purifying baptism 
of frontier life, and the public domain was gone; hence, the “new 
immigrants” settling in congested cities could not be assimilated, 
and constituted a grave menace to American institutions. 102 

Possibly one illustration will further demonstrate the neat¬ 
ness with which the frontier thesis fitted into the temper of the 
times and the ease with which its doctrines could become power¬ 
ful ammunition in contemporary ideological warfare. With the 
Populist movement gathering strength as the debtor South and 
West tended to merge forces against the creditor Northeast, its 
opponents repeatedly charged that a “new sectionalism” was 
being fostered which threatened to sever national ties. 103 In the 
campaign year of 1896, after Bryan’s nomination fay the Demo¬ 
crats, the situation appeared to assume serious proportions, and 
excitement ran high. 

Earlier in the year, Walter Hines Page, then editor of the 
Atlantic Monthly^ had succeeded in getting Turner to promise 
him an article based upon the frontier essay. An alert editor, 
age, after the Democratic convention, asked Turner to send 
his copy in time for September publication, urging that Bryan’s 
nomination made the article “immensely more timely.” Although 
reluctant as ever to be rushed into print, Turner finally yielded, 
admitting t hat “timeliness [is] everything.” 10 * Thus, the opening 


102. Gyms C. Adams, “Where Do the Immigrants Go?” Cbautauquan, 
2 l'A S5 (Aug. 1896); John Chetwood, Jr., Immigration Fallacies (Boston, 
1S96) 15-16; Henry Pratt Fairchild, Immigration (New York, 1013), 373; 
Hoy L. Gans, Immigration Restriction (New York, 1927), 204. 
fW°” eXampIe ’ Henry Litchfield West, ‘Two Republics or 

A1W, nr 4 162: 509-511 (Apr. 1896); William V. 

Allen, AVestem Feeling Towards the East,” ibid., 162: 590 (May 1896). 

CoWo^ ftSST Ma> ’ 2 * jDly 141 ** An S- * 18* * Turner 
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paragraph of “The Problem of the West” reveals the extent to 
which Turner’s early essays were often shaped by “present- 
mindedness.” 

The problem of the West is nothing less than the problem of 
American development. A glance at the map of the United States 
reveals the truth. To write of a “Western sectionalism,” bounded 
on the east by the Alleghanies is, in itself, to proclaim the writer a 
provincial. What is the West? What has it been in American life? 
To have the answers to these questions, is to understand the most 
significant features of the United States of to-day. 105 


H. 

Resolving the “Frontier Issue ” 


In the previous essay, I pointed to the marked influence exer¬ 
cised upon Turner by the free-land system of Achille Loria, an 
Italian economist and sociologist enjoying considerable vogue 


105. Frederick J. Turner, “The Problem of the West,” Ailmtic 
Monthly , 78; 289 (Sept. 1896). On p. 191 Turner referred to “an eminent 
Eastern man of letters,” who had warned against the danger of the West. 
A handwritten note, inserted later by Turner on the printed copy of the 
article now in the Turner Collection at Harvard and eventually incor¬ 
porated in the footnotes of his Frontier volume, indicates that he was re¬ 
ferring to Charles Eliot Norton’s article, “Some Aspects of Civilization in 
America,” Forzejn, 20: 641-651 (Feb. 1896). Norton’s article included a 
savage attack on the “ignorant and barbaric multitudes” of the frontier. 
“It is not only the ignorance of the foreign immigrant which is a danger 
to the commonwealth, but that also of the native-born who are on the 
outskirts or outside the pale of civilization.” Could a redder flag have been 
dangled before Turner more calculated to arouse his Western patriotism? 

One of the more important factors in the rapid acceptance ^ of the 
frontier thesis appears to have been the neat way in which Turners essay 
fitted into the contemporary political excitement. Thus Page wrote to 
Turner on Aug. 22, 1896: “The newspapers here are at once taking up 
your article for discussion-very favorably” Turner replied on Aug. 30 
that he was sending Page a copy of an editorial in the Chicago 
“giving a western version of my Atlantic paper.” The copy of this armae 
in the Turner Colection at Harvard bears his handwritten comment; 'bee 
reviews, letters & editorials on this article in my folder on Frontier m Am 
History in Vila docts FJT” Unfortunately, I have been unable to locate 
this folder. 


[ 90 ] 
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in the early 1890’s. 106 Loria’s system represents the logical out¬ 
come^ of the manner in which European scholars treated “free 
land. But the Italian’s influence upon Turner must be under¬ 
stood against the background of the intellectual environment 
m which the young Wisconsinite matured. In the light of the 
homespun development of the “free-land” argument for po¬ 
lemical purposes, It would appear as if Turner’s reading of Loria 
m 1892 came as a stunning confirmation of all that he had been 
groping for and all that he thought he saw around him. It 
may, therefore, not be far off the mark to contend that the doc¬ 
trines contained in Turner’s early essays are attributable to three 
specific factors: Ms acquaintance with Loria’s free-land theory 
of history; the pronounced impact upon him of the contemporary 
setting; and his own particular development, owing to prior 
training and deep-felt emotional attachment to the West. 107 

In 1945, Fulmer Mood leveled sharp criticism at the failure 
of historians to end the professional uncertainty regarding the 
validity of Turner’s teachings. His plea was for historians to 
concentrate on the main professional obligation of the times, 
namely the resolving of the frontier issue.” 108 Surely, no one 
will deny that the ideas contained in Turner’s frontier essay 
constitute, even yet, the most seminal thesis in American his¬ 
toriography. Just as surely, if the conclusions advanced in this 
essay^ have merit. Mood w~as correct, and we must subject the 
frontier thesis to a thorough and most searching re-evaluation. 109 


. 1 " ** es f a T die assertion is made that Turner’s frontier hypoth- 

»s as formakted in his early essays contained six specific propositions. 
The validity of Aar assemon can best be judged if the essay on Loria is 
read along with the present one. 

rile ril? 6 ) ^ est - acco y t of Turner’s development is Mood’s article in 
Ae Colonial Society of Massachusetts, Transactions, 34: 283-352. See also 
Turners Antobi^taphicai Letter,” Wisconsin Magazine of History, i 9 : 

91-103 (Sept. 1935). J v 

ioB. Mood, in Agrimltztrd History, 19; 30. 

109. To the best of my knowledge, there has never been a detailed 
samment of Ae changing role that land has played as a factor of produc- 
oa m the economics of American agriculture from colonial days until 
recent.tunes. In fact, even Ae impact of “free land” upon American so¬ 
ciety has never been closely examined. 

If Ae historical literature which describes in glowing terms Ae benefi- 
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cent effects of “free land” is closely examined, it becomes obvious that 
the authors are simply making generalized assertions upon the subject, or 
depending upon other authors’ generalizations. And yet, in view of the 
polemical setting in which “free land” worked itself into American his¬ 
torical literature, any generalizations upon the subject need to be treated 
with the gravest caution. 

Another dubious generalization holds that die overwhelming, and rela¬ 
tively rapid, acceptance of Turner’s thesis proves he was right—or at any 
rate, that he reflected the inner thinking of the American people. If the 
American people—as distinct from American historians—ever did comet to 
accept the “closed-space” argument, and again no one has ever really 
investigated this subject, then it should be recognized that large doses of 
high-flown oratory and purple prose were necessary to produce such 
conviction. 

One of the most promising signs that generalizations concerning “free 
land” are at last being subjected to systematic investigation appears in 
Thomas Le Due, “The Disposal of the Public D oma i n on the^ Trans- 
Mississippi P lains : Some Opportunities for Investigation,” AgrimdtMsrd 
History , 24: 199-204 (Oct. 1950). 



Part Three 

<U/2 CRITIQUE OF BEARD 
AND HIS CRITICS 



Chapter One 


li 


BEARD’S MAIN HYPOTHESIS 


THE FIRST SENTENCE of An Economic Interpretation 
of the Constitution of the United States launched an attack 
upon the “three schools of interpretation that have dominated 
American historical research and generalization .” 1 To stimulate 
historians to re-examine the American past, Charles A. Beard 
wrote a critique that was tactful, generous, ineiave—and, in the 
end, devastating . 2 But, when he ventured into uncharted areas 


1. AM citations refer to the edition published in 1935 by the Macmlflan 
Company (New York), which, except for a new mm^ocooD, is Anneal 
with the one published in 1913. It will be cited below as; Charles A. 
Beard, Economic Interpretation, 

2. IMd^ i~4, 7-10. 
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and proposed an alternative interpretation, he became ambigu- 
ons and confusing. Why? To answer that question, our critique 
begins with an examination of the dualism in Beard’s thought . 3 


A. 

The Dualism in Beard's Thought 


m American historians, Beard argued, ought not “to reject 
without examination any new hypothesis, such as the theory 
of economic determinism/’ merely because of its origin in social 
antagonism or because of the “prevalence of many mere pre¬ 
conceptions bolstered with a show of learning. . . /’ 4 He ob¬ 
served that almost the only work in economic interpretation 
which has been done in the United States seems to have been 
inspired at the University of Wisconsin by Professor Turner / 9 
and he explicitly indicated that his own study would test the 
theory of history which was summarized and effectively brought 
to the attention of American scholars by Edwin R. A." Seligman 
of Columbia University: 

Although the hypothesis that economic elements are the chief 
factors in the development of political institutions has thus been 
used m one or two serious works, and has been more or less dis¬ 
cussed as a philosophic theory, 2 it has not been applied to the study 
of American history at large-certainly not with that infinite de- 


, ^^iilatlng essay, Richard Hofstadter has called attention to 

“ e "undercurrent of ambiguity in Beard’s book.” First published in 1950, 
e essa>, Charles Beard and the Constitution,” has conveniently been 
reprinted in Howard K Beale, edL, Charles A . Beard: An Appraised (Lex- 
mgron, Ky., 1954), 75~9 2 * hi contrast, Forrest McDonald mainming rfiar 
Beards book presented a 4 tighdy and skillfully woven system of ideas” 
^ eo $ e: Economic Origins of the Constitution 

(Chicago, 1958), 6. 

, m -^ dentS “ ^ ^P 1 ™ 153 face delicate problem of developing an 
wU! Ppr °?f e “ Ae pTOCESS of absorbing the contributions of 
predecessors vrinle trying to advance beyond diem. I hope that the tone 

canltLS^h^ ^ XSSpeCt f ° r Beard ’ S contritori on «> Axneri- 

4* Beard, Economic Imerpretati.&m, 4-6. 
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tailed analysis which it requires. . . . The theory of economic de¬ 
terminism has not been tried out in American history, and until it 
is tried out, it cannot be found wanting. Footnote 2 reads; See 
Seligman, The Economic Interpretation of History ” 5 

Impressed by his colleague’s book, Beard, then at Columbia, 
complimented it highly: 

The theory of the economic interpretation of history as stated by 
Professor Seligman seems as nearly axiomatic as any proposition in 
social science can be: “The existence of man depends upon his 
ability to sustain himself; the economic life is therefore the funda¬ 
mental condition of all life. Since human life, however, is the life 
of man in society, individual existence moves within the frame¬ 
work of the social structure and is modified by it. What the con¬ 
ditions of maintenance are to the individual, the similar relations 
of production and consumption are to the community. To economic 
causes, therefore, must be traced in the last instance those trans¬ 
formations in the structure of society which themselves condition 
the relations of social classes [italics added] and the various mani¬ 
festations of social life.” 6 

We can suggest the ambiguity and confusion in Beard’s 
argument by posing these questions: How could Beard have 
hailed Seligman’s statement of the theory, titled his own book 
An Economic Interpretation . . . , and then called upon Ameri¬ 
can historians to test “the theory of economic determinism 
[italics added]? How could he have used “e conomic interpr e- 
tation” and “economic jtetenn^^ interchangeably th rough - 
out the first chapter which, s^ted^riie-beo k’s obj ective and^set 
its,!Qne? 

I. SELIGMAN AND THE ECONOMIC INTERPRETATION OF HISTORY; 

LORIA AND ECONOMIC DETERMINISM 

In his introduction, Seligman noted that the “economic 
interpretation” of history differed significantly from “economic 
determinism.” Moreover, in a chapter entitled “Freedom and 
Necessity” he elaborated on their differences and attempted to 


5 . Ibid^ 6 - 7 . 

6 . IHd^ 15, n. 1. 
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answer criticisms that “the theory of economic interpretation 
is a fatalistic theory, opposed to the doctrine of free will and 
overlooking the importance of great men in history; . . . [and] 
that it rests on the assumption of ‘historical laws’ the very ex¬ 
istence of which is open to question. . . He then summarized 
his argument: 

It is, therefore, an obviously incorrect statement of the problem to 
assert that the theory of economic interpretation, or the theory of 
social^ environment of which it is a part, is incompatible with the 
doctrine of free will. If by determinism we erroneously mean moral 
fatalism, determinism is not involved at all. To call the general 
doctrine c economic deiermimstn ” as Is occasionally done in France , 
is therefore essentially erroneous [italics added]. The theory of 
sexual environment in no way implies fatalism. Social arrangements 
are human arrangements, and human beings are, in the sense indi- 
cated, free to form decisions and to make social choices; but they 
will invariably be guided in their decisions by the sum of ideas 
ami impressions which have been transmitted to them through in¬ 
heritance and_ environment. . . . To the extent, then, that the theory 
of economic ^interpretation is simply a part of the general doctrine 
of social ^environment, the contention that it necessarily leads to an 
unreasoning^ fatalism is baseless. Men are the product of history, 
but history is made by men. 

In his chapter, ^Freedom and Necessity,” Seligman warned 
readers against the fallacy of iron laws of history; later he 
warned them against “Exaggerations of the Theory.” “We must 
distinguish here,” he observed, “as in every other domain of 
human inquiry, between the use and the abuse of a principle .” 7 
His choice of examples can perhaps be attributed to his role in 
having brought Achille Loria’s work to the attention of Ameri¬ 
can scholars. Since Loria’s work had remarkable impact upon 
them after 1890, 8 Seligman may have felt obliged to single out 

7. Edwin R. A. Seligman, The Economic Interpretation of History 
(New It oik, 1902), 3-4, 98-99, 135-145. The most iHuminacing and suggestive 
QiSCTssion^that I have found of the differences between “economic de- 
temnnsn and what Seligman called “economic interpretation” is an 
fflide by Sidney Hook, “Materialism” in Edwin R. A. Seligman, ed„ 
Encyclopedia of ike Social Sciences (New York, 1942), 10: 200-220. 

g. See Part 'One of the present book. 
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his rigidly determinist version of the “general theory of eco¬ 
nomic interpretation” as an example of harmful exaggeration. 


It is indeed a fact that some of the enthusiastic advocates of eco¬ 
nomic interpretation have claimed too much, or have advanced 
explanations which are, for the present at least, not susceptible of 
proof. Thus the most brillia n t of the Italian economists-Achille 
Loria-has published a number of books in which he has attempted 
to interpret a vast mass of historical phenomena from the economic 
point of view. Many of his statements are correct, and have been 
successfully defended against the attacks of his critics, hut some 
of his explanations are obviously unsatisfactory. Above all he has 
laid too much stress upon the influence of land in modern society 
[italics added] and has thus, in some cases, injured rather than 
aided the general theory of economic interpretation, of which only 
the particular application-even if an admirably suggestive one-is 
original with him . 9 


Summarized briefly, Loria’s theory claimed that the presence 
or absence of “free land” determined the course of all human 
history. 10 As we have seen in the first essay, his “landed theory 
of profit” assumed the existence of an “inevitable antagonism 
between capitalistic profits and land rent,” and provided the 
theoretical foundations for Turner’s “frontier thesis and the 
Wisconsin studies in “economic interpretation,” 11 upon which 
Beard depended so heavily. According to Loria, the reader will 
recall, this theory accounted for all American political conflicts: 


... not only the platforms, but also the ends and aims of the Ameri¬ 
can political parties are essentially economic in character, n is a 
perfectly well-known fact that the Republican party of die United 
States, which upholds federalism and protection, is composed of 
the commercial and manufacturing classes; and that the free-trade 
and States-rights Democratic party recruits its ranks from the class 
of landed proprietors. The struggle between these two parties m 
thus essentially economic, since it corresponds exactly to the most 
important division of their revenues. The economic character of 


o Seligman, Economic Interpretation of History, 135-136, 149-150, n. 1. 
AdX Loria, ‘The Landed Theory of Profit,” Quarterly Journal 
of Economics, 6: 108-109 (October 1891). 

ii. See Part One of the present book. 
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American political parties is, indeed, so marked that we see them 
change whenever social conditions or the interests of their members 

are altered in any way . 12 

Tins statement by Loria illustrates the two main versions of 

economic determinism.JThe cruder version asserts that.egoism 

invariably controls human behavio r; the less cr ude ve rsion s teers 
clear of egoism, only to crack up on fatalism. Remarkably anti- 
historical in concept, - ' it.posmlat^ invariant relation¬ 

ships between economic and non-economic phenomena. Once 
the magic formula that explains all human behavior and all so¬ 
cial relationships has been found (Loria’s “free land” formula is 
the perfect example), application to specific times, places, and 
problems becomes a routine research exercise. The anti-historical 
nature of economic determinism is apparent in Loria’s para¬ 
phrase of Hegel: ‘‘America offers the key to the historical 
enigma which Europe has sought for centuries in vain, and the 
country that has no history reflects and reveals luminously the 
mystery of universal history .” 13 Little wonder that Seligman 
singled out Loria for critical attention in his chapter defending 
the theory of economic interpretation . . . [against] absurd 
exaggerations.” 

And yet, despite Seligman’s warni ng again st exaggerations, 
of the Lorian type-in particular and against iatahstic-theories 
of history in general, and despite Beard’s^ characterization of 

Seligman 5 statement “as [being as] nearly axiomatic as—any 
proposition in social science can be,” Beard continued to use 
“economic interpretation” and “economic” determ inism”T nter- 
changeably. Moreover, his periodic emphasis upon economic 

conflicts Between agrarians and non-agranans strongly indicates 
th&t he was influenced by Loria, both directly and indirectly via 
Turner’s “frontier” version of the “free land” theory of his¬ 
tory. 14 Thus, Beard’s ideas did,.nor.derive^ ftonija consistent 

12. Achille Loria, The Economic Foundations of Society, trans. Lindley 

Keasbey (London, 1899}, l 55 * 

13. Quoted above pp. 39-40. 

14* "Lhe evidence that Beard was familiar with Loria’s work is dis¬ 
cussed in n. 25 below. 
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general theory; they derived from contradictory concepts, 
some taken from “economic determinism” and some from “eco¬ 
nomic interpretation.” Inevitably, as a result of this unresolved 
dualism, his treatment of the Constitution was ambiguous and 
confusing., 

B. 

Madison and the Theory of 
Economic Determinism 


The strand of economic determinism in Beard’s thought 
dominated his treatment of Madison’s Federalist No. xo. Avow¬ 
edly trying to win a fair hearing for a theory regarded as 
suspect because of its associations with European radicalism, he 
claimed in his first chapter that “our own Madison had formu¬ 
lated it, after the most wide-reaching researches in history and 
politics.” To support his claim, he quoted Madison s now famous 
passages which asserted that protection of the diversity in the 
faculties of men, from which the rights of property originate 
... is the first object of government”; “The most common 
and durable source of [political] factions has been the various 
and unequal distribution of property”; “The regulation of these 
various and interfering [property] interests forms the principal 
task of modem legislation, and involves the spirit of party and 
faction in the necessary and ordinary operations of the govern¬ 
ment.” In QJE.D. fashion. Beard then concluded: 

Here we have a masterly statement of the theory of economic 
determinism in politics. . . . Those who are inclined to repudiate 
the hypothesis of economic determinism as a European importation 
must, therefore, revise their views, on learning that one of the 
earliest, and certainly one of the clearest, statements of it came 
from a profound student of politics who sat in the Convention 
that framed our fundamental law. 15 


15. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 13-16. 
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Beard’s footnote to that paragraph illustrates the dualism in 
his thought, for it was there that he hailed Seligman’s statement 
of the economic interpretation of history as “nearly axiomatic.” 
That is. Beard quoted Madison in the text and Seligman in the 
note as though they were expounding the same theory of his¬ 
tory. Actually, they differed radicany. Madison sketched an 
essentially fatalistic theory of politics which conceived of social 
conflict as rooted in the “diversity in the faculties of men,” the 
egoistic “self-love” unalterably “sown in the nature of man,” 
and the “propensity of mankin d to fall into mutual animosities”; 
Seligman presented a theory of man in society which tried to 
deal with all aspects of human behavior and which stressed the 
historically evolving “relations of social classes,” as conditioned 
by “transformations in the structure of society .” 16 

Probably because he did not recognize the radical differ¬ 
ences between Madison and Seligman, Beard selected quotations 
that exaggerated their differences. As Robert E. Brown has 
recently emphasized. Beard omitted a section from Madison that 
identified^ non-economic sources of political conflict and that 
claimed, “So strong is this propensity of mankind to fall into 
mutual animosities, that where no substantial occasion presents 
itself, the most frivolous and fanciful distinctions have been 
sufficient to kindle their unfriendly passions and excite their 
most violent conflicts.” Unlike Professor Brown who implies 
that Beard’s omission of the section was designed “to make 
Madison an ‘economic detenninist,’” I believe that, at most, 
Beard’s omission should be attributed to intellectual confusion . 17 

Madison did identify some non-economic sources of political 
conflict, but his theory essentially rested upon fatalistic, static 
assumptions of unchanging egoistic behavior and uneven dis¬ 
tribution of “faculties.” In his view, men belonging to different 
interest groups act politically in strict accord with calculations 
of cash benefits. He cited various examples of “clashing inter- 

ed„ The Enduring Federalist 

tinm ^ Seligman, Economic Imterprem- 

tms of History, 1-4, pmsim, F 

17. E. Brown, Charles Beard and the Constitution (Princeton, 

* ■*"* 2 7 ~ 3 2 » 9 2 * l 95 \ Beard, eel, Enduring Federalist, 70. 
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ests” likely to produce factions which could be controlled only 
by a well-designed, strong government. Of them, perhaps the 
following one best illustrates his idea of the relations between 
self-interest and political action: 

The apportionment of taxes on the various descriptions of property 
is an act which seems to require the most exact impartiality; yet 
there is, perhaps, no legislative act in which greater opportunity and 
temptation are given to a predominant party to trample on the 
rules of justice. Every shilling with which they overburden the 
inferior number, is a shilling saved to their own pockets. 18 

Perhaps Beard was not justified in omitting the section in 
Federalist No. io which identified non-economic sources of po¬ 
litical faction, but he was justified in stating that Madison 
advanced an economic determimst theory of politics. His omis- 
sion is revealing, however, and it helps us to understand both 
his general intellectual outlook and his specific equation of 
Madison with Seligman. Since Beard could not have been ex¬ 
pected to quote a seven-page article in full, his inclusions and 
exclusions indicate the relative importance he attached to the 
various arguments presented in Federalist No. io. This deduction 
is particularly convincing when we consider Ms general intel¬ 
lectual outlook during the 1910’s. 


I. THE “PROGRESSIVE” VIEW OF CC REALITY” 


What we now know about Beard’s sympatiu^associations, 
and activities before 1913, supportsl ^clST Hofstadterj obser¬ 
vation that Beard could hardly have failed “to absorb the style 
of thought of the Populist-Progressive-muckralting era. . . ” 

At bottom, Hofstadter observed, reality had three character¬ 
istics for Progressive thinkers: “It was rough and sordi d^Jtwas 

hidden, neglec te d. am L so to .*5™s cssen- 

of external a nd material eventsTH^hMr pyfeMc 
events,, w ere a kind of pale re flex.” 10 . 


18. Quoted in lbid n 70-71. , , * ^ , 

19. Richard Hofstadter, in Beale, ed., Charles Beard, 77-87. See die 
other essays in that volume for confirmation of Hofstadter s analysis, par¬ 
ticularly in Howard K. Beale’s discussion of, “Charles Beard: Historian. 
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If we agree that Beard accepted this view of reality, and if 
we recognize that Lora’s theory of “free land” inspired the 
“work in economic interpretation” at Wisconsin, we can better 
understand how Beard came to equate Madison’s views with 
Seligman’s. Strongly influenced by his own general intellectual 
outlook and his own specific attitudes towards contemporary 
conflicts. Beard could have concluded that both men had un¬ 
covered the “reality”- imdedjdng; all' politics^and had shown 
him how to go beyond the “vague abstractions [which now] 
dominate most of the thinking that is done in the field of 
law. 3520 Put another way, a Progressive-minded historian, hot 
on the elusive trail of past reality, could have read his own pre¬ 
conceptions into Seligman’s book. For, in his “final estimate,” 
Seligman claimed that the theory of economic interpretation 
had done much for economics, but 

... it has done even more for history. It has taught us to search 
below the surface [italics added]. . . . It is for this reason that 
history is nowadays at once far more fascinating and immeasurably 
more complicated than was formerly the case. History now seeks 
to gauge the influence of factors some of which turn out to be 
exceedingly elusive. It attempts to introduce into the past the out¬ 
lines of a social science whose very principles have not yet been 
adequately and permanently elaborated. 21 

\ lewed through Progressive eyes, the economic interpreta¬ 
tion of history might well have appeared to be a “philo¬ 
sophical theory’* that demolished meaningless abstractions and 
tautologies and that helped scholars discover in past reality 
what contemporary “mside-dopesters” were discovering in pres¬ 
ent reality: 22 namely, that ideas were a direct reflex of interests, 
and that allegedly impartial appeals to “justice,” or to abstract 

For a perceptive analysis from which I partially dissent, see Douglass Adair, 
r I"he Tenth Federalist Revisited,” If' illiwm wad Alary Quarterly, 3rd ser« 
8: 48-67 (January, 1951}. 

20. Beard, Economic Interpretation, p. 8. His first chapter abounds with 
phiastt such as *the abstract stuff known as justice,” t Vague abstractions,” 

^dherence ro abstract terns,” “law is not an abstract thing ” and suggests 
the extent of his commitment to the view that the demolition of “abstrac- 
nous” was necessary to the reconstruction of “reality.” 

21. Sehgman, Economic Interpretation of History, 163-164. 
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constitutional “principles,” or to the “advancement of general 
welfare,” merely threw a cloak of rationalizations over naked 
economic conflicts. 23 

We find support for this reconstruction of Beard’s thought 
in the omission from his first chapter of Madison’s section on 
the non-economic sources of political faction. We need not rely 
upon selective inclusions and exclusions, however. More pre¬ 
cise evidence is found in his later analysis and assessment of 
The Federalist as a whole. Conceding that the articles con¬ 
tained “much discussion of the details of the new frame-work of 
government, to which even some friends of reform took excep¬ 
tions,” Beard dismissed the details as unimportant and the dis¬ 
cussions as glosses upon the baric argument. As he rod them, 
“Madison and Hamilton both knew that these [details] were 
incidental matters when compared with the sound basis upon 
which the superstructure rested.” His assessments of relative 
importance were unequivocal and single-minded: 

. . . every fundamental appeal in it [The Federalist] is to some 
material and substantial interest . . . [various examples are given]. 
But above all, it is to the owners of personalty [i.e«, non-knded 
property] anxious to find a foil against the attacks of levelling de¬ 
mocracy, that the authors of The Federalist address their most co¬ 
gent arguments in favor of ratification. 24 

From our previous observations about Beard’s attitudes, it does 
not seem surprising that he should have seen the passages on 
property conflicts and interest groups as the inside story of the 
movement for the Constitution—the hard, material reality under¬ 
lying the various arguments presented In all eighty-five Fed¬ 
eralist articles. 

For present purposes. It does not matter whether Beard cor¬ 
rectly assessed either the contents of The Federalist or the con¬ 
victions of its authors. Only two conclusions need be advanced 
here: i) Contrary to Professor Brown’s analysis. Beard did not 

22. The “iaside-dopesteti 5 term is borrowed from David Riesman; in 

my opinion, it is a neat description of the Progressive mind in action. 

23. See the quotation from Beard on pp. 110-10 below, and Ms Eco- 
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ignore or conceal the non-economic arguments; he dismissed 
them as incidental and uninfluential. 2) He would not have 
presented such an economic determinist assessment of The 
Federalist, had he fully grasped Seligman’s exposition of the 
economic interpretation of history. And, certainly, he would 
not then have cited Seligman’s book as though it presented views 
similar to Madison’s “masterly statement of the theory of eco¬ 
nomic determinism in politics.” 

I do not pretend to know exactly why Beard assessed The 
Federalist as he did, or why he did not fully understand Selig¬ 
man’s book. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to believe that at 
least five factors affected what he saw in.these, works: 

r. He had absorbed the Progressive style of thought, which 
Severely discounted non-economic factors in explaining men’s 
motives and actions. 

\ 2. He was predisposed to a theory of economic determinism 
by the contemporary American scene and the prevailing intel¬ 
lectual climate of opinion. 

^ 3. He was psychologically prepared to regard Federalist No. 
10, in which Madison advanced an economic determinist theory 
of politics, as revealing the inner quality—“The true inward¬ 
ness,” as he put it, of the Fathers’ thought. 

. 4. Convinced that previous schools of American historiog¬ 
raphy were inadequate, and eager to replace them with a more 
“realistic” one, he believed that the Lorian theory of “free 
land” had thrown new light upon American development and 
that it derived from the Marxian theory of history that Seligman 
outlined, analyzed, and praised. 25 

=J- After pointing to precursors, Seligman made Marx the real founder 

of the theory. But he drew a sharp distinction between Marx’s theory of 
history which he praised highly, and his “scientific socialism” which he 
regarded as defective. Econo?mc Interpretation of History, 16-56, passim. 
In the 1915 edition. Beard cited a number of European scholars who had 
contributed to the theory of history which he advocated testing, but 
avoided mentioning either Marx or Loria. In 1935, however, he conceded 
that “at the time this volume was written, I was, in common with all 
students who professed even a modest competence in modem history, 
conversant with the theories and writings of Marx.” Economic Interpre¬ 
tation, xii-xiii. Apart from other considerations, Seligman’s prominent role 
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For polemical purposes, as well as for the satisfaction of 
his own psychological needs, he wanted to find an early Ameri¬ 
can statement of that theory and was, therefore, prepared to 
see Marx while reading Madison—and vice versa. 


/\p. 

The Strand of Economic Interpretation 
t r jfi n Beard’s Thought 

yy 1 ^- 

Beard was not a straight-out economic determinist, but evi¬ 
dently he used the terms “economic determinism” and “eco¬ 
nomic interpretation” without fully grasping what either meant 
Otherwise, he would not have confused Madison with -Selig- 

in bringing Loria to the attention of American scholars afmr 1890 makes 
it difficult for me to believe that Beard was not also acquainted with the 
Italian scholar’s theories and writings in 1913- Compare, Beard, The Eco¬ 
nomic Bases of Politics (New York, 1922), with Part 3, ‘‘The Economic 
Foundations of Politics,” in Loria, Economic Foundations* It seems sig¬ 
nificant that, trying to account for tc how Turner happened to come upon 
his conception,” Beard speculated that Loria was one of the ^ “sources 
from whom “Turner caught the glimpse which served as a guide to his 
work.” Charles A. Beard, “Turner’s The Frontier in American History,’ " 
in Malcolm Cowley and Bernard Smith, eds., Books That Changed Our 
Minds (New York, 1940), 67-68. . 

5mit months alter I wrote the first draft of the present essay in Cali¬ 
fornia, I found documentary evidence in New York to support the oilier 
deduction that Beard was “acquainted with the I tali a n scholar’s theories 
and writings in 1913.” While charging out the Columbia Lniverrity Li¬ 
brary’s copy of Loria, The Economic Foundations of Society, I happened 
to notice that die old-style charge card had been retained in me back 
flap. Unfortunately, the first entry was dated March 8, *94^ indicating 
that it was not rite original card. However, by one of those aecioeiics 
that transform routine historical research^ into an exciting^adventure, me 
original charge card had been preserved in the French edition of Loria s 
book. It shows the initials, “CAB,” next to the entry dated “jDec.0}- 
appropriately enough, the volume was given to Columbia by Prof, behg- 
man” That “CAB” stood for Qiarles Austin Beard seems reasoiably 
certain. Among other things, the Columbia University Catdogm md 
General Announcement, 1904-190$, lists no other faculty member vnm 
those initials; Beard’s name appears on p. 11. 
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rr^n. Had Beard appreciated the differences between their the¬ 
ories, he would not have titled his book An Economic Inter¬ 
pretation of the Constitution of the United States, and then 
announced that he was going to test “the theory of economic 
determinism.” And, had he believed that political actions were 
strictly determined by cash calculations, he would not have 
written this introduction to his inquiry into “The Economic 
Interests of the Members of the [Constitutional] Convention”: 

The purpose of such an inquiry is not, of course, to show that the 
Constitution was made for the personal benefit of the members of 
the Convention. Far from it. Neither is it of any moment to dis¬ 
cover how many hundred thousand dollars accrued to them as a 
mult of the foundation of die new government. The only point 
here considered is: Did they represent distinct groups [italics added] 
whose economic interests they understood and felt in concrete, 
definite form through their own personal experience with identical 
property rights, or were they working merely under the guidance 
erf abstract principles of political science? :28 

After examining the individual property holdings and eco¬ 
nomic positions of the Convention delegates, he ended the 
chapter on this note: 

It cannot be said, therefore, that the members of the Convention 
were “disinterested.” On the contrary, we are forced to accept the 
profoundly significant conclusion that they knew through their 
personal experiences in economic affairs the precise results which 
the new government that they were retting up was designed to 
attain. As a group of doctrinaires, like the Frankfort assembly of 
1848, they would have failed miserably; but as practical men they 
were able to build the new government upon the only foundations 
which could be sable: fundamental economic interests. 27 

While writing those passages, the strand of economic inter¬ 
pretation seems to have dominated Beard's thought. Though he 
overstated Ms case, (e.g., “precise results,” “identical property 
rights”) he clearly was praising the Founding Fathers as wire 
realists; he was not depicting them as egoists working solely 
or primarily for their own benefit. If those passages represented 


26. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 73. 

27. Ibid^ 151. 
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a position consistently adopted throughout the book, it could 
be argued that, in identifying the delegates’ interests, he hoped 
to find a clue to their thinking and to demonstrate that their 
ideas did not spring from the nowhere of abstraction into the 
here of the United States, 1787. Beard could then be interpreted 
to have said that, as non-doctrinaires in touch with reality, the 
delegates’ understanding of abstract principles of political sci¬ 
ence was informed by personal experience. As a result, they 
were able to build that “well-constructed Union,” which Madi¬ 
son regarded as necessary to preserve Liberty and simultane¬ 
ously to control the harmful effects of faction. 

But the two passages that I have quoted did not stand alone. 
They are inconsistent with other passages. For example, two 
pages before Beard wrote that the Convention delegates were 
not doctrinaires, he wrote that “The overwhelming majority 
of members, at least five-sixths, were immediately, directly, and 
personally interested in the outcome of their labors at Phila¬ 
delphia, and were to a greater or lesser extent economic bene¬ 
ficiaries from the adoption of the Constitution.” He struck the 
same note of economic determinism in his final conclusions. 
“The members of the Philadelphia Convention which drafted 
the Constitution were, with a few exceptions, immediately, di¬ 
rectly, and personally interested in, and derived economic ad¬ 
vantages from the establishment of the new system. * 2S Most 
significantly, as we shall see, he weighted his research design 
heavily in favor of documenting a direct, perceived relation¬ 
ship between economic interests and political ideas. 

We must therefore agree with Professor Brown that Beard ^ 
was inconsistent in his tre atment of the Fathers motives, as 
well as in his tx eatm ent^qfj^her problems which w 7 e shall take 
upT later. No doubt, as Brown says. Beard “should have been 
more consistent.” 29 Since he was not, however, his inconsistency 
must logically become the starting point of any instructive cri¬ 
tique. For, if Beard’s hypotheses axe inconsistent, to. demonstrate 
that some are in error 5 does not discredit thenL#//. 


28. lbid n 149, 324. 

29. Brown, Charles Beard, 73- 
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D. 

Beard’s Questions and Hypotheses 


Now that we have identified the dualism in Beard’s thought, 
we can more easily identify his main hypothesis. A long extract 
from his first chapter helps us to do so: 

It will be admitted without controversy that the Constitution was 
the creation of a certain number of men, and it was opposed by a 
certain number of men. Now, if it were possible to have an economic 
biography of all those connected with its framing and adoption 
—perhaps about 160,000 men altogether—the materials for scien¬ 
tific analysis and classification would be available. Such an eco¬ 
nomic biography would include a list of the real and personal 
property owned by all of these men and their families: lands and 
booses, with incumbrances, money at interest, slaves, capital invested 
in shipping and manufacturing, and in state and continental se¬ 
curities. 

Suppose it could be shown from the classification of the men 
who supported and opposed the Constitution that there was no line 
of property division at all; that is, that men owning substantially 
the same amounts of the same Muds of property were equally divided 
on the matter of adoption or rejection—it would then become 
apparent that the Constitution, had no ascertainable relation to 
economic groups or classes, but was the product of some abstract 
causes remote from the chief business of life—gaining a livelihood. 

Suppose, on the other hand, that substantially all of the mer¬ 
chants, money lenders, security holders, manufacturers, shippers, 
capitalists, and financiers and their professional associates [all 
grouped by Beard under the heading, “personalty”] are to be found 
cut one side in support of the Constitution and that substantially 
all or the major portion of the opposition came from the non¬ 
slaveholding farmers and the debtors—would it not be pretty con¬ 
clusively demonstrated that our fundamental law was not the prod¬ 
uct of an abstraction known as “the whole people,” but of a group 
of economic interests which must have expected beneficial results 
from its adoption? Obviously all die facts here desired cannot be 
discovered, but the data presented in the following chapters bear 
out the latter hypothesis, and thus a reasonable presumption in 
favor of the theory is created. 
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Of course, it may be shown (and perhaps can be shown) 
that the farmers and debtors who opposed the Constitution were, 
in fact, benefited by the general improvement which resulted from 
its adoption. It may likewise be shown, to take an extreme case, 
that the English nation derived immense advantages from the Nor¬ 
man Conquest and the orderly administrative processes which were 
introduced, as it undoubtedly did; nevertheless it does not follow 
that the vague thing known as “die advancement of general wel¬ 
fare” or some abstraction known, as “justice” was the immediate, 
guiding purpose of the leaders in either of these great historic 
changes. The point is, that the direct, impelling motive in both 
cases was the economic advantages which the beneficiaries expected 
would accrue to themselves first, from their action. Further than 
this, economic interpretation cannot go. It may be that some larger 
world-process is working through each series of historical events; 
but ultimate causes lie beyond our horizon. 30 

This complex statement illustrates the confusion, ambiguity, 
and inconsistency in Beard’s book. It illustrates also one of his 
major contributions to American historiography; while attempt¬ 
ing to test a general theory of history, he effectively raised a 
set of significant questions and tried to answer them concretely 
in relation to a specific set of relevant historical events. 

Restated in general terms, the extract from Beard shows that 
he rais ed q uestions about the relationships between men s mem¬ 
bership in certain classes or gr oups an d their ideas on a par¬ 
ticular issue. It shows also that he raised questions about the 
processes by which men translate their ideas, into action._For 
him, inquiry began with recognition of two sets of facts: first, 
that the system of government initiated by the Constitution 
replaced the system under the Articles of Confederation; second, 
that while some men favored the “great political transforma¬ 
tion of 1787-89,” others opposed it. From these elementary 
facts, he derived six sets of questions: 

How did opinion on the Constitution divide, Le., who 
favored it, who opposed it, who remained undecided, who 
remained indifferent? Did men holding similar opinions on the 

30. Beard, Bconontic Interpretstwriy 16-18. Those pages sketched his 
design of proof and his method, as well as the hypothesis about the 
Constitution which he deduced from the theory of economic determinism. 
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issue tend to have some other attribute, or set of attributes, in 
common? Why did men hold certain opinions? What different 
roles did different men play in the sequence of events climaxed 
by the adoption of the Constitution? How did it come about 
that different men played such different roles? What changes 
did the Constitution bring about in the American system of 
government? 31 


I. CLEARING THE WAT FOR NEW HYPOTHESES 

Beard designed his first hypothesis to clear the way for him 
to answer the questions he had raised. Those questions, he ar¬ 
gued, had previously been either ignored or answered errone¬ 
ously. Sharply critical of the constitutional histories by George 

31. Two quotations are enough 00 suggest Beard’s approach to the 
questions involved in studying the Constitution: 

In the adoption of the Constitution, says James Wilson, we have 
the gratifying spectacle of “a whole people exercising its first and 
greatest power—performing an act of sovereignty original and un¬ 
limited.” Without questioning the statement that for juristic purposes 
the Constitution may be viewed as an expression of the will of the 
whole people, a historical view of the matter requires an analysis of 
“the people” into its constituent elements. In other words, how many 
of “the people” favored the adoption of the Constitution, and how 
many opposed it? 

The economic detenninist strand in Beard’s thought is evident in the fol¬ 
lowing formula for studying group divisions of opinion: 

As in natural science no organism is pretended to be understood as 
long as its merely superficial aspects are described, so in history no 
movement by a mas of people can be correctly comprehended 
until that mas is resolved into its component parts. To apply this 
concept to the problem before us: no mathematically exact con¬ 
clusion can be reached concerning the material interests reflected 
in the Constitution until “the people” who favored its adoption and 
“the people” who opposed it are individualized and studied as eco¬ 
nomic beings dependent upon definite modes and proceses of gain¬ 
ing a livelihood. A really fine analytical treatment of rhk problem 
would, therefore, require a study of the natural history of the 
(appro x i mat ely) 160,000 men involved in the formation and adop¬ 
tion of the Constitution; but for the present we must rely on 
rougher generalizations, drawn from incomplete sources. 

239, 253. On pp. 217-218, die movement is described as the “great 
political transformation” 
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Bancroft and G. T. Curtis, he was also critical of “the juristic 
theory of the origin and nature of the Constitution [which] is 
marked by the same lack of analysis of determining forces 
which characterized older historical writing in general . . . [he 
cites examples from George Bancroft and Chief Justice Mar¬ 
shall]. In the juristic view, the Constitution is not only the work 
of the whole people, but it also bears in it no traces of the party 
conflict from which it emerged.” 32 

By rejecting the legal abstraction that the Constitution was 
“the work of the whole people,” Beard was logically required 
to determine the actual division of opinion on the issue. Di¬ 
rected towards that problem, his next hypothesis asserted that 
the divisions were not random; men holding similar opinions on 
the issue also shared some other attributes or set of attributes. 
Implicit in the original text, the hypothesis was made more ex¬ 
plicit in his introduction to the 1935 edition. 

In the introduction to that edition. Beard conceded that 
older historians, such as Hildreth and Marshall, had recognized 
that the divisions of opinion were not random but were related 
to clashing economic interests. His concession, it deserves note, 
substantially modified his comments of 1913 about Marshall’s 
other-worldly, juristic view of the Constitution. But, he went 
on to argue, “during the closing years of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury this realistic [italics added] view of the Constitution had 
been largely submerged in abstract discussions of states’ rights 
and national sovereignty and in formal, logical, and discrimina¬ 
tive analyses of judicial opinions. It was admitted, of course, 
that there had been a bitter conflict over the formation and 
adoption of the Constitution; but the struggle was usually 
explained, if explained at all, by reference to the fact that some 
men cherished states’ rights and others favored central gov¬ 
ernment.” 33 

Beard asserted that, two decades after the publication of his 
study, one of his critics had resurrected the tautology that he 


32. ibid-.y 10-12. 

33. Ibid., vi-vii. 
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had originally set out to destroy. The “view . . . expressed re¬ 
cently by Professor Theodore Clark Smith” simply reasserted 
the view prevailing at “the time I began my inquiries. . . 
Moralistic and value-laden, it begged the question and substi¬ 
tuted epithets for analysis and explanation. Convinced in 1913 
that the struggle over the Constitution could not be satisfactorily 
explained “as a contest between sections ending in a victory of 
straight-thinking national-minded men over narrower and more 
local opponents,” Beard saw no reason in 1935 to change his 
thinking. He again rejected the hypothesis that “makes the con¬ 
flict over the Constitution purely psychological in character 
. . . [and] assumes that straight-thinking and national-minded- 
ness are entities, particularities, or forces, apparently independ¬ 
ent of all earthly considerations coming under the head of 
‘economic. 5 

Although Beard stated his position more explicitly in 1935, 
by 1913, he had already rejected the view that the “whole 
people” created the Constitution and that men could be differ¬ 
entiated only by their opinions on the issue. To fill the resulting 
intelectual void, he advanced several vaguely-formulated hy¬ 
potheses to explain “How some men got to be ‘national-minded 5 
and ‘straight-thinking/ and others became narrow and local in 
their ideas. . . In effect, these hypotheses provide answers to 
the first three questions posed on pages 111-112. The first set 
dealt with the numerical divisions of opinion (including no opin¬ 
ion); the second "with the group membership of men holding 
different opinions; the third with the content of opinion (such 
as, the motives for holding it, the intensity with which it is 
held, knowledge of issue, propensity for action). 


2. NUMERICAL DIVISIONS OF OPINION 

In his first positive hypothesis. Beard asserted that approxi¬ 
mately 160,000 of the country’s adult white males took part in 


34. Ibid^ Ix-x. 
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the creation of the Constitution. 35 In related, but vague hypoth¬ 
eses, he asserted that, of the men who did not take part, a con¬ 
siderable proportion . . . [were] debarred from participating 
in the elections of delegates to the ratifying state conventions 
by the prevailing property qualifications on the suffrage, and 
that “Far more were disfranchised through apathy and lack of 
understanding of the significance of politics.” 36 Thus, Beard 
identified three types of men who did not participate: i) the 
legally “disfranchised” who had no opportunity to decide 
whether they wanted to vote; 2) the “franchised” who may 
have known something about the issue but remained indifferent 
to the result; and 3) the “franchised” who lacked information 
about the issue and did not understand what it involved and 
how it affected them. 

Beard presented other hypotheses about the numerical di¬ 
visions of opinion; these referred to men who played some active 
role in the contest over the Constitution. In the country as a 
whole, voters divided approximately five to three in favor of 
ratification (about 100,000 Federalists to about 60,000 Anti¬ 
federalists). 37 That hypothesis is clear, but hisjhypotheses about 
the divisions of opinion in the individual states, are. vague, un¬ 
systematic, and incomplete. 

3. DIVISIONS OF OPINION AMONG GROUPS 

Despite his casual refer ence s.throughput.the^book.. to .groups 

differentiated by ethnic, religious, social*. and. pokti^d^tlxihntes^ 
Beard, in his" second set of hypotheses, identified men ^ only in 
economic temis. Unfortunately, even with attention .restricted 
to economic attributes, he did not develop a system of classifi¬ 
cation that would have permitted Km to arrange men in eco¬ 
nomic categories that were logically" distinct and included .all 
“clangs and social groups” ‘ in the United States during the 

lySo^g But an observatidn that applies to his book generally 

_ eg 

249-250. 

ZiS&ihid-y 240-242. 
l^fribid^ 243-251, 253-291. 
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applies specifically to his contribution here: He recognized that 

a problem existed and set to work upon it—always the two most 
difficult phases of any intellectual enterprise: 

The importance of a survey of the distribution of property in 
1787 for economic as well as political history is so evident that it 
is strange that no attempt has been made to undertake it on a large 
scale. Not even a beginning has been made. It is, therefore, neces¬ 
sary for us to rely for the present upon the general statements of 
historians who have written more or less at length about the period 
under consideration. . . . ss 

like all pioneers forced to work on tough problems with 

poor tools, Beard did not get far. Apart from the effect.of 

die unresolved dualism in Ms.thought, his book suffered from 

his rudimentary system of ckssificatron^ the low-grad e quality 
of the data he extracted from seco ndary sourc es to fill iff cate¬ 
gories, and^ Ms inability^ to appl y the system rigo rously. A bal¬ 
anced appraisal of Beard's work, however, must recognize that 
many of the shortcomings in Ms book reflected the very short¬ 
comings in American historiography wMch he delineated^ Schol¬ 
ars can advance beyond their predecessors; they cannot escape 
them. 

As the long extract from Beard's first chapter indicates (pp. 
iio-iii above), Ms system of economic classification established 
two m ai n categories: the amount of property, and the kind of 
property. In dealing with the first one, he was especially am¬ 
biguous and inconsistent Apparently, he differentiated pri¬ 
marily between holders of “large” amounts of property and 
holders of “small” amounts, disregarding the possibility that 
some large holders may have owed debts, and some small holders 
may have owned their property, free and clear. Beard grouped 
together all large holders and differentiated them from all small 
holders. If I have understood Mm correctly, he intended the 
term “debtors” to refer only to men who, at most, held rela¬ 
tively small amounts of property. Indications exist that he also 
intended to differentiate among large and small property holders 
by geograpMc section, and by residence in rural or urban area. 


38. /Hi, 19. 
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Less ambiguous about the kinds of property, Beard de¬ 
scribed them as “personalty” and “realty,” or, in more tradi¬ 
tional terms, “capital as opposed to land.” In turn, he divided 
these groupings into a considerable number of others which 
partially overlapped still others that belong under the heading, 
“amount of property.” For example, at times he seemed to use 
“smaE farmer” and “debtor” as synonyms; at other times, he 
used them to identify men who belonged to separate economic 
groups. 

It is significant that Beard’s categories, “personalty” and 
“realty,” did not correspond to the “various and interfering 
interests” that Madison described as forming “the most com¬ 
mon and durable source[s] of [political] factions.” 39 They did 
correspond almost exactly, however, to the groups that Loria 
identified when he discussed “the biparntion of revenue and 
sovereignty.” More specificaEy, Beard could have derived his 
categories from Loria’s notion that the American party system 
expressed “the inevitable antagonism between capitalistic profits 
and rent.” 40 

For our purposes. It is not particularly important whether 
Loria inspired Beard’s categories. What is important is that 
Madison did not inspire them. The system of classification Beard 
used did not foEow Madison’s description of the “interests” that 
“divide . . . [nations] into different classes, actuated by different 
sentiments and views.” And, had Beard foEowed Madison, he 
would have given less emphasis to conflicts between “groups of 
personal property interests” and “groups of real property 
holders.” 41 

Accurate restatement of Beard’s claims about the division of 
opinion among economic groups is difficult for two main rea¬ 
sons: . 

f i) He did not apply his system of classification rigorously. 
If he had, he would have been forced to deal with an unwieldy 
number of distinct groups. But he did not try to do so. Among 

39. Ibid., 19-51, 63, passim; Beard, ed^ Enduring Federalist, 70. 

40. Loria, Economic Foundations, 153-155. 

41. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 26, 31. 
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other groups that appear in his book only fleetingly—and con¬ 
fusingly—are: seaboard small farmers, northern large landown¬ 
ers outside of New York, speculators in eastern lands, small 
holders of “personalty” (e.g., mechanics, shopkeepers), and 
urban “working-men.” Moreover, some of the terms he used 
make it hard to decide to whom he was referring, e.g., “money 
lenders,” “capitalists,” “financiers.” 

2) Beard apparently did not have his claims clearly in mind. 
Thus, it is hard to tell what political position he assigned to 
some of the economic groups he identified (either in the coun¬ 
try at large or in specific states), or what proportion of each 
group he assigned to the three..jma in posi tions .(Federalist, Anti¬ 
federalist, voluntary non-voter). 

Nevertheless, although it is difficult to restate Beard’s claims 
accurately, it is not impossible. The statements that follow are 
necessarily somewhat arbitrary and vague, but they present his 
hypotheses with reasonable accuracy. 

Of the country’s adult free white males, about 75 per cent 
did not lake part in the political conflict over the Constitution. 
About one-third of the 75 per cent lacked sufficient property 
to meet the requirements for suffrage in the several states. 42 
Most of the men who met the requirements but who failed to 
vote were small farmers and rural artisans, particularly ones 
who lived in interior areas with poor access to polling places 
and with poor sources of information. Apparently, Beard thought 
that many voluntary non-voters might also be found among 
other groups. But his comments are too fragmentary to permit 
specific estimates. He evidently thought, however, that the 
most active participants were well-to-do men who lived in sea¬ 
board cities, large towns, “or the more thickly populated areas,” 
especially holders of public securities and men interested in 
“commercial regulations advantageous to personalty operations 
in shipping and manufacturing and in western land specu¬ 
lations.” 43 

Of the eligible voters who effectively expressed their opin- 


42. This estimate is discussed below on pp. 176-177. 

43. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 27, 50-51, 64, 251-252. 
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ions on the Constitution, Beard claimed, the following groups 
gave overwhelming majorities to the Federalists: holders of 
state and national securities, money lenders, financiers, capital¬ 
ists seeking outlets for investment (including speculators in 
■western lands), merchants, shippers, manufacturers, professional 
associates and dependents of all the above groups of “personalty 
interests,” franchised mechanics and “working-men” in the sea¬ 
board cities and large towns, slaveholders who “combined a 
wide range of personalty operations with their planting, and, 
to a somewhat lesser extent, planters not engaged in such opera¬ 
tions. If we take into account observations made two years 
later in his Economic Origins of Jeffersonian Democracy , we 
ran inf er also that Beard believed seaboard small farmers gave 
some support to the Federalists. Finally, although he admittedly 
could not explain their behavior, he noted that the small farmers 
of the Shenandoah Valley in Virginia almost unanimously sup¬ 
ported the Federalists . 44 

Beard claimed that small-scale rural and urban debtors, Le^ 
relatively poor men who found it difficult to repay their debts, 
gave overwhelming majorities to the Antifederalists. Although 
jgrmll debtor-farmers who lived in the interior and did not own 
slaves gave particularly strong support to the Antifederalists, 
CTnflH farmers in general gave them substantial majorities. More¬ 
over, in the South, “powerful and popular men who have 
speculated deeply in British confiscated property . . . gave the 
Antifederalists considerable support. Finally, the landed pro¬ 
prietors of the Hudson Valley voted en masse for them , 45 

< 4 . a “memorandum of correction” and its implications 

Beard's ambiguous statements have forced me to use impre¬ 
cise terms in restating his claims, but they at least suggest the 
relative strength of the two parties among the economic groups 
be identified. One thing is fairly clear. Despite vague indications 

44. lmd . 7 29-51, 282-283, 290-292; diaries A. Beard, Economic Origins 
of Jeffersonian Democracy (New York, 1915)1 2 ~ 3 - 

45. Ibid., 2-3; Beard, Economic Interpretation, 27-29, 127-129, 283, 291. 
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that some divisions existed within these groups, his descriptions 
in 1913 and 1915 both suggested that, in most cases, “sub¬ 
stantially all” the members of a group held the same opinion 
on the Constitution. But his introduction in 1935 contained a 
brief “memorandum of correction” that modified his claims 
about “class-solidarity” and had far-reaching implications for 
many of his hypotheses and for his book as a whole: 

Page 29 [of Ms text] may be taken to imply that the “landed 
aristocracy 15 of New York was solidly opposed to the Constitution, 
leaving no room for exceptions. Seldom, if ever, is there total class- 
solidarity in historical conflicts, and Doctor Thomas C. Cochran is 
entirely right in objecting to the implied generalization [in a 
monograph published in 1932]. He properly calls attention to the 
fact that “while the ‘Manor Lords’ feared land taxes they also held 
public securities to an extent wMch made many of them favorable 
to the establishment of adequate [federal] revenue. Thus while the 
strength of the Anti-Federalists rested on the landed classes, the most 
powerful of these landlords were often found in the opposition 
ranks.” Hence, although his interpretation is economic, it corrects 
a generalization too sweeping in character, and should be properly 
noted . 46 

Beajgd apparently, lafledjtQ. recognize.Jhe. implications o£ Ms 
memorandum of correction* If he was mistaken in his original 
assumptions and die landed proprietors of New York were 
members simultaneously of “realty” and “personalty” groups, 
might not other men also have had diversified, “conflicting” 
interests? If the landed proprietors failed to display “total class- 
solidarity,” might not divisions of opinion also exist in other 
groups? For example, might not members of the same economic 
group agree on objectives but disagree on methods for attain¬ 
ing them? Or, might not members of the same group have 
conflicting interests, e.g., farmers in different areas competing 
for the same markets, merchants in different areas competing 
for the same trade? According to the assumptions of an eco¬ 
nomic deienmmst interpretation, wouldn’t they, therefore, hold 
opposite opinions on the Constitution? 

Other implications of Beard’s “memorandum” could be 


46. Ibid^ xv. 
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developed, but they would only belabor the point that Dr. 
Cochran’s correction revealed the serious inadequacies of Beard’s 
system of classification, demonstrated that the American econ¬ 
omy during the late-eighteenth century was less specialized 
than Beard had assumed, and emphasized that men belonged 
simultaneously to a number of different groups with conflicting 
“Interests.” Thus, developed to its logical conclusions. Beard’s 
memorandum actually required him to revise drastically his 
original assumptions, hypotheses, design of proof, and ^method 
of analysis. __ 

5. CONTENT OF OPINION 

Although Beard would have been required to revise his 
book drastically had he recognized the implications of his mem¬ 
orandum, he would not have been required to abandon his 
economic determlnist hypotheses about the content of opinion. 
That is, he would have had to change his system for classify¬ 
ing men, and he probably would have had to revise his claims 
about the numerical divisions among various groups. But, after 
making those changes, he could still have offered his version of 
“an economic interpretation” of die Constitution. As he ob¬ 
served, nothing in the memorandum logically required him to 
alter the original argument that Ideas were a direct reflex of 
interests, and that the same motives influenced Federalists and 
Antifederalists alike. That is, they adopted positions on the Con¬ 
stitution that they believed were best calculated to serve their 
economic interests; their differences in opinion stemmed di¬ 
rectly from their membership in different economic Interest 
groups. And their different Interests were responsible also for 
differences in the intensity of their convictions, their knowledge 
of die issue, and their propensity for action. 

Whatever Beard’s original or subsequent conception of his 
study may have been, not even his most sympathetic reader can 
reasonably deny that his hypotheses about the motives of Fed¬ 
eralists and Antifederalists were essentially economic determieist 
in character. True, some of his formulations were ambiguous 
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and, taken in isolation, need not be interpreted as economic 
determinist. For example, his design of proof assumed that, if 
certain divisions of opinion were found to have existed, “it 
would then become apparent that the Constitution had no ascer¬ 
tainable relation to economic groups or classes, but was the 
product of some abstract causes remote from the chief business 
of life-gaining a livelihood.” If certain other divisions were 
found, it would then be “pretty conclusively demonstrated that 
our fundamental law was not the product of an abstraction 
known as "the whole people, 7 but of a group of economic in¬ 
terests which must have expected beneficial results from its 
adoption . 77 

In certain contexts, the phrases, “ascertainable relation” and 
“beneficial results , 77 might seem consonant with Seligman’s 
statement of the economic interpretation of history. But Beard 
emphatically denied that the ‘"immediate, guiding purpose 77 of 
the leaders who brought about the great historic change in 
American government was that “vague thing known as ‘the 
advancement of general welfare 7 or some abstraction known as 
‘justice . 5 , . . The point is, that the direct, impelling motive 
. . . w as the economic advantages which the beneficiaries ex¬ 
pected w T ouId accrue to themselves first, from their action.” 
Even if w*e strain logic and argue that this statement does not 
rule out other motives, its economic determinist character is 
unmistakable. And we can hardly contend that Beard’s hypoth¬ 
esis applied only to leaders, for he did not distinguish between 
their motives and those of their followers. 

Although Beard heavily stressed conflicts between members 
of groups that he termed “peisonalty” and “realty,” he ex¬ 
plicitly noted that economic groups with different interests— 
in some cases, even antagonistic interests—shared the same po¬ 
litical position and formed working alliances to achieve their 
separate objectives. Thus, he noted the different interests and 
motives of holders of public securities, merchants, manufac¬ 
turers, w’estem land speculators, southern planters, urban me¬ 
chanics and workingmen, and the “professional classes” attached 
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to “personalty”—all groups which he placed in the Federalist 
coalition. 

Instead of claiming that every Federalist group had the 
same bundle of interests and motives, Beard claimed that they 
shared a common characteristic: The Constitution offered each 
group at least one advantage that overbalanced any of its pos¬ 
sible disadvantages to them. One example makes the point: 

The third group of landed proprietors were the slaveholders of 
the South. It seems curious at first glance that the representatives 
of the southern states which sold raw materials and wanted com¬ 
petition in shipping were willing to join in a union that subjected 
thfim to commercial regulations devised immediately in behalf of 
northern interests. An examination of the records shows that they 
were aware of this apparent incongruity, but that there were over- 
balancing compensations [italics added] to be secured in a strong 
federal government . . . [for one thing, many Southerners “com¬ 
bined a wide range of personalty operations with their planting.”]. 

The Southern planter was also as much concerned in maintain¬ 
ing order against slave revolts as the creditor in Massachusetts was 
concerned in putting down Shay’s “desperate debtors.” And the pos¬ 
sibilities of such servile insurrections were by no means remote 
Every slave owner must have felt more secure in 1789 when he 
knew that the governor of his state could call in the strong arm of 
the federal administration in case a domestic disturbance got beyond 
the local police and militia. The North might make discriminatory 
commercial regulations, but they could be regarded as a sort of 
insurance against conflagrations that might bring ruin in their 
train. It was obviously better to ship products under adverse legis¬ 
lation than to have no products to ship. 47 

Like the Federalists, the Antifederalists were members of 
groups that had different interests but shared a common char¬ 
acteristic; they would benefit from the defeat of the Constitu¬ 
tion. Specifically, Beard asserted that, although their interests 
differed, small debtor-farmers and New York “Manor Lords” 
both opposed the Constitution. 

In short, Beard depicted the. conflict over the _ Constitution, 
as a conflict between two rival coaUtions^ .not between ivcff' 
rivql~ groups . 


47. Ibtd^ 29 - 30 . 
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6. TRANSLATING IDEAS INTO REALITY 

As the hypotheses outlined above suggest. Beard was pre¬ 
occupied with the problem of how men get their ideas, spe¬ 
cifically with the relationships between ideas and interests. But 
his most interesting and significant hypotheses deal with the 
way men translate their ideas into reality; concretely, they deal 
with the roles played by different men and groups in the se¬ 
quence of events that led to the framing and adoption of the 
Constitution. 

Beard had a keen sense of the political process. An inter¬ 
ested observer of, and participant in, contemporary politics, he 
knew that a system of government based formally and firmly 
upon majority role and the “wiH of the people” did not always 
guarantee effective rule of the majority or effective expression 
of the “people’s will”—particularly in a heterogeneous society 
occupying a vast, diversified territory. As we shall see later, 
he did not confuse the formalities of the law with the realities 
of politics . 48 

Beard recognized that in the 1780’s men exercised unequal 
power in the political process, but he was too preoccupied witii 
the relationships between ideas and Jnter«ts to „jpye... sufficient 
attention to the actual workings of ..the machinery, of ppinion- 
making and derition-makmg;^ For example, although he sketched 
the different roles of men in the movement for the Constitu¬ 
tion, he drew only the crudest distinctions between Federalist 
leaders and Federalist and Antifederalist masses; Antifederalist 
leaders he barely mentioned by name. 

Apparently, the strand of economic determinism in Beard’s 
thought prevented him from seeing that his "iriterpretation^of 
the Constitution logically required a _ detailed description of the 
different roles men played in thejsequence^of' events"'ancTIa 
detailed explanation of how T they......ca me to pla y tiSemTlSleverBSe- 

iess, a number of vaguely-stated claims bearing on those topics 

48. Sec, loir example, his scattered comments in ibtd^ 50-51, 64-72, 154- 

156, 251-252. 
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are scattered throughout the book and can be assembled and 
reformulated with reasonable fidelity. But, to minimize repeti¬ 
tion, hereafter, we will not attempt to maintain the analytic 
distinction between the roles men played in events and the 
factors responsible for their playing them. And, for our pur¬ 
poses, Beard’s claims about the Constitution’s impact upon the 
American political system require only brief notice. 

a, A “Peaceable” Revolution. Following the lead provided 
in 1891 by John W. Burgess, his teacher and coleague. Beard 
treated the sequence of events, climaxed by the adoption of 
the Constitution, as a great political revolution—non-violent but 
a genuine political revolution. Burgess, it is worth noting, can 
hardly be characterized as a Progressive-minded scholar. His 
personal frame of reference, as well as his general intellectual 
outlook, differed radicaly from those of his erstwhile pupil. To 
my knowledge, no one has ever suggested that he believed in 
a “conspiracy” theory of history—a charge leveled at Beard by 
Professor Brown (and other critics). Actually, Burgess was 
the leading American exponent of the “Teutonic” theory of po¬ 
litical science, against which Beard rebeled so strenuously that 
he overstated and 'distorted his own ideas. 49 

In Burges’ view, a fundamentally illegal process, a peace¬ 
able” revolution, transformed the system of government under 
the Articles of Confederation into the system based upon the 
Constitution. 50 He did not condemn the revolutionary leaders 
as unpatriotic conspirators, he praised them for creating a strong 
central State. Finding themselves unable to remedy the Con¬ 
federation’s grave deficiencies by legal means, they devised and 
executed a series of brilliant maneuvers which brought the 
“natural leaders of the American people” into convention at 
Philadelphia, in May, 1787. There they deliberated: 

49. See Max Lemer’s iflmninariiig analysis of Beard’s reaction to Burgess 
in Beale, ed., Charles Beard , 26-34. For the view that Beard presented a 
“conspiracy theory of the Consnmtloii,” see Brown, Charles Beard, §6, 61, 

138, 141, 143, 169, 176. _ , 

50. John W. Barges, Political Science and Comparative Constmmonat 
Law (Boston, 1891), 1: 98-108. The qaotatioes below are from pp. 104- 
105 and 106. 
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. . . upon the whole question of the American state. They closed 
the doors upon the idle curiosity and the crude criticism of the 
multitude, adopted the rule of the majority in their acts, and pro¬ 
ceeded to reorganize the American state and frame for it an entirely 
new central government. ... It certainly was not understood by 
the Confederate Congress, or by the legislatures of the common¬ 
wealths, or by the public generally, that they were to undertake 
any such problem. It was generally supposed that they were there 
for the purpose simply of improving the machinery of the Con¬ 
federate government and increasing somewhat its powers. There 
was, also, but one legal way for them to proceed in reorganizing 
the American state as the original basis of the constitution which 
they were about to propose, viz; they must send the plan therefor, 
ns a preliminary proposition, to the Confederate Congress, procure 
its adoption by that body and its recommendation by that body to 
the legislatures of the commonwealths, and finally secure its ap¬ 
proval by the legislature of every commonwealth. The new sov¬ 
ereignty, thus legally established, might then be legally and consti¬ 
tutionally appealed to for the adoption of any plan of government 
which the convention mi ght choose to propose. The convention 
did not, however, proceed in any such manner. What they actually 
did, stripped of all fiction and verbiage, was to assume constituent 
powers, ordain a constitution of government and of liberty, and 
demand the plebiscite thereon, over the heads of all existing legally 
organized powers. Had Julius or Napoleon committed these acts 
they would have been pronounced coup d’etat [sic]. Looked at 
from the side of the people exercising the plebiscite, we term the 
movement revolution. 

After a brief discussion of the “fiction and verbiage” in 
which the “convention clothed its acts and assumptions,” Bur¬ 
gess concluded: 

Of course the mass of the people were not at all able to analyze 
the real character of this procedure. It is probable that many of 
the members of the convention itself did not fully comprehend 
just what they were doing. Not many of them had had sufficient 
education as publicists to be able to generalize the scientific import 
of their acts. 

Exposure to Burgess’ ideas both hurt and helped Beard. Un¬ 
doubtedly, his book suffers from his over-reaction to the “Teu¬ 
tonic theory,” but it also owes much to Burgess’ analysis that 
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the Constitution was the product of revolution . 51 Beard ac¬ 
knowledged his indebtedness. “The revolutionary nature of the 
work of the Philadelphia Convention is correctly characterized 
by Professor John W. Burgess when he states that had such 
acts been performed by Julius or Napoleon, they would have 
been pronounced coups d'etat .” In support of Burgess’ views, 
he observed that Madison (and others) invoked “the right of 
revolution” to justify the Convention delegates revolutionary 
departure from their instructions.” But, he did not confine him¬ 
self to filling in the brief outline of his teacher; he went be¬ 
yond it by posing a series of questions about the roles played 
by different men in the revolutionary sequence of events . 53 

b. How Did the “ Peaceable ” Revolution Come About? Char¬ 
acterizing the Constitutional movement as a revolution, Burgess 
did not try to explain its success—except, perhaps, in his refer¬ 
ence to “the natural leaders of the American people.” Beard, m 
effect, asked how those men became the “natural leaders. 

More precisely, he directed attention to some questions 
implicit in these problems: Why were certain men able to trans¬ 
late their ideas into reality? Why were some men able to exert 
greater influence upon the processes of opinion-making and 
decision-making than the men who opposed them? His answers 
were inconsistent, ambiguous, and incomplete.^ But, rea ^ in 
context; they represent a brilliant historiographic contribution 
and have not yet been adequately examined and exploited. 

Restated and rearranged. Beard’s observations divide e 


51. Recollection that nineteenth and twentieth century “strong men 
and dictators have frequently used popular referenda^ to 

seizures of power should give pause to historians P 
Burgess’ analysis as pointless and his analogies as misleading. Sm 
organized minorities can act with greater speed and efficiency than unor¬ 
ganized majorities, referendums in crisis situations-^: in s V™F° n5 

by an air of crisis-do not necessarily reflect majority opinion 
in countries that observe the forms of popular sovereignty. Historians who 
rlicmkc Burgess’ analysis must demonstrate that the plebiscite demanded 
“over the^eads of all existing legally organized powers actually imple¬ 
mented the “will of the people,” they cannot assume it. 

52. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 218, and 52-63, 217-238. 
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sequence of events into six stages which axe analytically distinct 
and chronologically consecutive. The first stage was already 
under way before the Revolution against England ended. It 
covered the period from January, 1781, through the summer of 
1786, and was characterized by more or less unorganized agi¬ 
tation for radical changes in the system of government under 
the Articles of Confederation. The second stage began with 
the Annapolis Commercial Convention (September 1786), at 
which Madison and Hamilton played leading roles, and was the 
period of organized agitation and organized preliminaries to the 
Constitutional Convention. The third stage covered the Con¬ 
vention, which met in May and adjourned in September, 1787. 
The fourth stage began with Congress transmitting the pro¬ 
posed Constitution to the several states, and ended with the 
state legislatures establishing the procedures for holding ratify¬ 
ing conventions. At this point, the several stages overlap chrono¬ 
logically. Several states completed the entire cycle before others 
completed the fourth stage. Briefly, the fifth stage covered the 
election of delegates to ratifying conventions; the sixth, the 
ratifying process within each state. 

Although I believe Beard’s analysis has been accurately 
reconstructed here, I do not suggest that he presented it in this 
form, or that he systematically examined developments during 
any one of the stages. He gave more attention to some stages 
t ha n others, but nowhere did he attempt to provide a systematic, 
explicit, and precise description of the sequence of events end¬ 
ing with the adoption of the Constitution. The first sentence of 
his preface warned readers: “The following pages are frankly 
fragmentary.” Occasionally he slipp ed and treat ed hypotheses 
as though they had been convincingly demonstrated when they 
had hot even Been clearly fannulate^ and again he^ 

emphasized that his primary purpose was to raise questions and 
that, for Ms tentative answers, he was forced to rely upon data 
from inadequate secondary sources. 53 

•F'oiowin g SeBgman’s lead, Beard assumed that in the 1780% 


53* 1^*5 six, 19, 74, 243, 253-254. 
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the structure of American society encouraged and permitted 
men to play greatly different roles in the political process. This 
was true, to some extent, because unequal legal status gave men 
unequal power to influence events, but to a much greater extent 
they differed because of extra-legal factors. Those factors in¬ 
cluded differences in the amount and kind of property, occu¬ 
pation, extra-legal social status, education, personal qualities, 
physical location, control of communication media, and the 
relative ease of traveling swiftly from one place to another when 
moved by interest or inclination. Thus, either because of their 
legal status, or their position in the social structure, men not 
only were likely to want to play different roles in events, they 
were permitted to do so by their possession of greatly different 
powers. 

To repeat an earlier observation. Beard was handicapped by 
his “Progressive-minded” view of “reality” when he dealt with 
the relationships between ideas and interests. Superficially tough- 

minded,”.'that "view of realty actualyTs unrealistic and naive. 

To do nothing more than simply identify the economic interests 
or H ag positions of men leaves us a long way from having 
solved the problems of how men get their ideas and why they 
act. As Seligman observed in criticizing Loria s 4 extremist 
views, no claim “can be countenanced” that holds all social 
life is nothing but a reflex of the economic life.* 5 * But^ when 
Beard dealt with the actual worM ngs <>f the po litical procgs; 
his Progressivism helped him to penetrate below the surface of 
formal political institutions and to., discover-somejjsrfol things^ 

about the nature andexerdse of politic^ power in a Lockean. 

liberal society.. Put differentty, it madeTiim a more perceptive 
analyst of the objecSveTealities of power than of the subjective 
processes that influence the ideas of men and their propensities 
for aqtion. 55 _ 


54. Seligman, Economic Interpretation of History , 149-150, n. 1. 
rr. See Beard, Economic Interpretation, 154-155* fo r an ©ample of his 
applying observations derived from “tariff hearings m Washington to 
the decision-making process in general. 
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Having identified the dualism in Beard’s thought and the two 
types of problems with which he dealt, we can now begin the 
statement of Ms main hypothesis in general terms. 

As a result of the Revolution against Great Britain, the new 
nation suffered from a drastic imbalance between economic and 
political power. Under the Articles of Confederation, certain 
groups could not secure government rules or actions wMch 
they believed necessary for the protection of their economic 
interests and beneficial to their rapid development. Determined 
to correct what they regarded as an unjustifiable, dangerous 
imbalance between economic and political power, a relatively 
snail number of men—Burgess 9 “natural leaders”—led the move¬ 
ment to overthrow the old political system . 56 That Beard essen¬ 
tially agreed with their appraisal of the post-Revolutionary situ¬ 
ation is evident from his 1912 book on the Supreme Court: 

The dose of the Revolutionary struggle removed the prime cause 
for radical agitation and brought a new group of thinkers into 
prominence. When independence had been gained, the practical 
work to be done was the maintenance of social order, the payment 
of the public debt, the provision of a sound financial system, and 
the establishment of conditions favorable to the development of 
the economic resources of the new country. The men who were 
principally concerned in this work of peaceful enterprise were not 
the philosophers [of the Revolution], but men of business and 
property and the holders of public securities. 57 

56. In his first chapter. Beard stated this general proposition: 

“Inasmuch as the primary object of a government, beyond the mere 
repression of physical violence, is the making of the rales which 
determine the property relations of members of society, the domi¬ 
nant classes whose rights are thus to be determined must perforce 
obtain from the government such rules as are consonant with the 
larger interests necessary to the continuance of their economic proc¬ 
esses, or they must themselves control the organs of government.” 

In his third chapter, in effect, he invoked this proposition to explain “The 
Movement For The Constitution.” lMd n 13, 52-63. 

57. Charles A. Beard, Tbs Supreme Court and the Constitution (New 
York, 1912), 79, and 75-76, 86-87. Characteristically, Beard was not entirely 
consistent on this point. In 1913, while questioning the accuracy of Fiske’s 
“critical period” label for the years after 1783, he hinted that the Consti¬ 
tutional “political revolution” may not really have been necessary. Eco¬ 
nomic Interpretation^ 47-48. However, he essentially argued that the Fed¬ 
eralist leaders believed the “political revolution” was necessary to get on 
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As Beard described the process, the men who wanted to get 
on with “the practical work 5 ’ were able to overcome widespread 
popular opposition, because they represented certain groups and 
possessed certain attributes. That is, the Federalist leaders se¬ 
cured power because they represented groups that: (1) had 
a high potential both for unity among themselves and for con¬ 
trol of politics; (2) could realize their political potential because 
they had strong motives for acting and were well-informed. 58 
Specifically, he identified seven attributes that contributed to 
the Federalists 5 success. I am not implying, however, that he 
believed every leader possessed every attribute, or that all 
leaders possessed any one to the same degree. 58 

c. Seven Attributes of Successful Revolutionists. As Beard 
depicted them, the men who led the revolutionary movement 
represented groups whose interests would benefit directly and 
immediately from the establishment of a strong, centralized 
government. Thus, their first attribute stemmed from the close 
relationships between the economic interests of their group and 
government action. Those relationships not only existed objec¬ 
tively, they could be easily seen; in other words, conscious self- 
interest describes their second attribute. The third was a func¬ 
tion of the size, rather than the nature, of property holdings. 
Apart from the direct, perceived relationships that existed be¬ 
tween government action and their interests, because of their 
relatively large property holdings, the pro-Constitutionalist 
groups would derive greater profits (or benefits) from such 
action than would the relatively poor defenders of the status 

quo. -ii 1 

The three attributes identified thus far are particularly reie- 


with the “practical work’ of the “new country.” Beard's wasnasm 
here perhaps may be accounted for by observing that his hod seemed to 
be with the Federalists, his heart with the AnthederaiiSES. . 

58. Here I have adapted, for my own purposes, some provtpnve ideas 
suggested in Robert A. Dahl, “A Critique of die Ruling Elite Model, 
American Political Science Review, 52: 463-469 

59. Beard did not present a systematic discussion of the attributes iden¬ 
tified below I have pulled together and reformulated comments scattered 
throughout the boot, particularly those found m Economic Interpretation, 


50-51, 61-62, 64, 100-114, 125-126, 152-154, 161, 251-252 
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vant to the content of opinion. As quotations from Beard sug¬ 
gest, the next four are particularly relevant to the capacity 
md power of men to make their opinions count . 

After offering several illustrations “to show how the demand 
for reform was being fostered and also the connection between 
the leaders in the agitation and the personnel of the public 
bodies which later achieved the great work of framing and 
ratifying the Constitution,’* Beard summarized his argument: 

By correspondence such as this just cited, by an increasing rec¬ 
ognition of the desperate straights [sic] in which they were placed, 
a remarkable fusion of interested forces was effected. The wealth, 
the influence, and a major portion of the educated men of the 
country were drawn together in a compact group, “informed by 
a conscious solidarity of interests,” as President Wilson has so 
tersely put it. 60 

The following dictum suggests the fourth attribute Beard as¬ 
signed to Federalist leaders: In revolutionary situations, numbers 
count some but organization counts more. Disregarding their 
own differences. Federalist leaders organized to achieve one 
overriding, common objective. Although Beard explicitly de¬ 
scribed them as members of a “compact group” drawn together 
to achieve a common objective, he did not claim that they be¬ 
longed to the same economic group. 

Another attribute derived from the nature of their economic 
interests and occupations. “They resided for the most part in 
the towns, or the more thickly populated areas, and they could 
marshall their forces quickly and effectively.” 61 That is, they 
were able to move about, communicate with each other, and get 
to the places where opinions were formed and decisions made, 
more easily and quickly than could their opponents. 

The size and type of their property holdings (or the profit¬ 
ability and type, of occupations in which they engaged) enabled 
Federalist leaders to secure disproportionate control of sources 
of information, e.g., newspapers, pamphlets, and public meetings. 
Apart from being able to rely upon their own money, talents. 


60. lbid n 61. 

61. Ibid^ 251. 
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and prestige “in the campaign of education” for a strong cen¬ 
tral government, they were in a strategic position to influence 
the “influentials,” to use a present-day term. They commanded 
greater support from “the professional classes (lawyers, ed¬ 
itors, clergymen) than did their opponents. In Beard s words, 
their “influence over the press was tremendous, not only through 
ownership, but also through advertising and other patronage. 

Finally, personal ability and character probably constituted 
the Federalist leaders’ seventh and most valuable attribute. Com¬ 
pared with their opponents, they were generally superior po¬ 
litical organizers, better educated and informed, more articulate 
and persuasive, and commanded more prestige. As Beard depicted 
them, they possessed the necessary political talents for victory- 
in a revolutionary situation. Thus, in referring to Pennsylvania 
political battles after 1789, he observed that the “dissenters 
against the Constitution . . . were at length, beaten, outgener- 
alled, and outclassed in all the arts of political management — 
an observation equally applicable to his treatment of the move¬ 
ment for the Constitution.® 3 


E. 

Beard’s Main Hypothesis: 
Summary Statement 


Since I regard Beard’s observation about “the arts of political 
management” 0 as the key to his book, it is now posable to restate 
his mam hypothesis. As I read him, he asserted seven sets of 
claims, which are closely related yet logically distinct. 

1) During the 1780’s, a relatively small group of men who 
were highly motivated and talented, well-organized, well-edu- 


6 , jw 51. In this connection, see the somulatmgchapter, Tatreras 
of Influence: ^Local and Cosmopolitan InfluenmU, m RobettK. Merron, 
Social Theory and Social Structure_ (Glencoe, HI, i 957 > rev - ed *>» 387-4- • 
63. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 233-234, 
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cated, and well-informed, led a revolutionary movement. Se¬ 
curing effective control of the apparatus of opinion-making and 
dedaon-making, they restored the balance between economic 
and political power. They succeeded because they represented 
groups whose position in American society gave them political 
influence disproportionate to their numbers, and because they 
possessed certain personal attributes most frequently found 
among members or representatives of those groups. 

2) The Federalist leaders shared a common objective: non¬ 
violent overthrow of the weak, decentralized system of govern¬ 
ment, and its replacement by a strong central State possessing 
qualitatively different powers from those of its predecessor. In 
general, those powers were designed to: a) enable the State 
to fester national economic development, b) protect property 
and property rights from attack by popular majorities, and c) 
give direct aid to the economic groups represented by the 
revolutionary leaders. 

3) The Federalist leaders represented a variety of economic 
groups whose interests conflicted in some respects, but who 
stared at least one attribute of crucial importance: each would 
benefit directly from the new State created by the Constitution. 

4) Some groups would benefit from the new State more 
than others, as well as more directly and immediately. Because 
they were the chief beneficiaries, members or representatives of 
“substantial personalty interests,” particularly the large holders 
of public securities, played the most “dynamic” roles in the 
revolutionary movement. Substantial personalty interests in¬ 
cluded men who, for the times, operated on a relatively large 
financial reale. They had “money at interest or capital seeking 
investment,” or owned “state and continental securities,” or had 
“manufacturing, shipping, trading, and commercial interests,” 
or speculated “in Western Lands,” or engaged in some com¬ 
bination of these different forms of enterprise. 

5) The belief that the economic groups they represented 
would benefit directly and immediately from the Constitution 
impelled the Federalist leaders to action—as it did a large ma¬ 
jority of the men they represented. But the Federalist leaders 
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did not represent all the individuals or groups favorable to the 
Constitution, and some men who favored it may have been 
influenced by motives that were not economic. 

6 ) Opposition to the Constitution came primarily from poor 
rural and urban debtors, particularly from small debtor-farmers 
who lived in isolated or interior areas lacking good communica¬ 
tion facilities (measured by the standards of the time). A pre¬ 
ponderant majority of the adult free white males belonged to 
those groups, and a large majority of their politically active 
members opposed the Constitution. Partly because of their legal 
status, but mostly because of their position in the American 
social structure, the groups that opposed the Constitution failed 
to mobilize their members as effectively as the groups that fav¬ 
ored it. As a result, despite their numerical superiority, they 
lost the battle for political control. 

7) Like the Federalists, conscious self-interest determined 
the opinions of a large majority of the opposition. They wanted 
to retain the existing system of government because they be¬ 
lieved their interests would suffer if the Constitution were 
adopted and a strong national State created. 

Beard advanced other claims, of course. Some are excluded 
here on the ground that they are irrelevant to his main hypoth¬ 
esis; others are excluded on the ground that they only repre¬ 
sent more detailed claims consonant with it (e.g., claims about 
developments in the several states, about specific governmental 
changes ushered in by the Constitution, about specific benefits 
that individual groups would derive from the changes). Still 
others are excluded because they essentially contradict the ones 
around which I have constructed his hypothesis. My reason 
for excluding them is that they run counter to the whole tenor 
of Beard’s book; since they were not built into the logical 
structure of his main argument, their exclusion does not sig¬ 
nificantly alter it. 

An example of exclusion on grounds of logical inconsistency 
is the statement that his purpose was not M to show that the 
Constitution was made for the personal benefit of the members 
of the Convention.” Whatever that ambiguously-worded dis- 
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avowal was intended to convey, its implications, at least, are 
irreconcilable with the burden of argument, both in the chapter 
where it appeared and in the book as a whole. 

Excluded, also, are a set of claims that are logically con¬ 
sonant with those summarized above, but that represent un¬ 
necessary overstatements of Beard’s main hypothesis. Explicitly 
or implicitly, they constitute extreme statements of his views 
and their exclusion modifies the form of his hypothesis without 
significantly altering its character. 

For example, as noted previously, in the 1935 introduction, 
he conceded that he had originally overstated his views on 
“class-solidarity in. historical conflicts.” It seems reasonable, there¬ 
fore, to modify his claims to read “a large majority” rather 
than “substantially all” members of a specified economic group 
held the same opinions and were impelled by the same con¬ 
siderations. Similarly, even in 1913, Beard treated Madison and 
Hamilton, his two most important Federalist leaders, as rep¬ 
resentatives of specified economic groups, not as men who were 
“immediately, directly, and personally interested in, and [who] 
derived economic advantages from, the establishment of the 
new system.” 64 Thus, he was logically required only to assert 
and demonstrate that the Federalist leaders represented groups 
whose members generally “were immediately, directly, and 
personally interested in, and derived economic advantages from, 
the establishment of the new system.” In other words, I have 
eliminated overstatements that at least implied that men nec¬ 
essarily possess the economic attributes of the groups they lead 
or represent politically. 

Again, on the ground of unnecessary overstatement, I have 
toned down Beard’s claim that the Fathers knew “the precise 
results which the new government that they were setting up 
was designed to attain.” 65 Logically, Beard was required only 
to claim that they knew what they wanted in general, and, as 
restated here, his hypothesis asserts that. 


64. Ibid 100-X14, 125-126. 

65. Ibid., 151. 
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Finally, I have modified overstatements which resulted from 
his unsuccessful attempts to summarize material that he had 
presented at length. For example, one of his final "conclusions” 
reads: “In the ratification, it became manifest that the line of 
cleavage for and against the Constitution was between sub¬ 
stantial personalty interests on the one hand and the anal farm¬ 
ing and debtor interests on the other.” 68 Taken out of context, 
that ambiguously phrased sentence can be interpreted to mean 
this: No one but men who had “substantial personalty Interests” 
favored the Constitution, no one but smal farmers and debtors 
opposed it. In the context of his book as a whole, however, 
that interpretation is unwarranted. As I have restated his hy¬ 
pothesis, it claims only that the main line of cleavage was 
between the two sets of groups he specifically mentioned in 
his conclusion. 

No doubt, as I suggest in an Epilogue to this essay. Beard’s 
hypothesis can be restated so radicaly as to prune it of all 
economic determinist characteristics. But while we are ap¬ 
praising it, we are not justified in changing its character so 
radically. Had Beard not presented a hypothesis that largely, 
although by no means exclusively, derived from “the theory of 
economic determinism in politics,” he would not have written 
the book that he did. 


F. 

Recent Critics 1 Versions of 
“Beard*s Thesis ” 

As I have tried to show, a useful rnttque of-Bardls-work 
must first identify his quest ions and then restate hisjaaswers. 
In my opinion, his recent critics have not met those require- 
ments. 


66. lbid n 325. 
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I. ECONOMIC DETERMINISM IS NOT ECONOMIC INTERPRETATION 

Almost immediately after Beard published his study in 1913, 
critical blasts began to be blown. But the first critique of book- 
length did not appear until 1956. Its author, Robert E. Brown, 
failed to recognize the dualism in Beard's thought and treated 
economic determinism and economic interpretation as the same 
theory of history, called by slightly different names: 

Before starting his survey of the origins of the Constitution, Beard 
wrote a chapter on historical interpretation in which he rejected 
previous schools of historical writing and then made a strong plea 
for economic determinism or the economic interpretation of his¬ 
tory [italics added]. . . . Having rejected the old interpretations of 
history. Beard then presented a new hypothesis, the theory of eco¬ 
nomic determinism. The hypothesis that economic elements were 
the chief factors in political development had been litde used. 
Beard declared, and until the theory of “economic determinism” 
had been tried, it could not be found wanting. 67 

Professor Brown's confusing the two theories of history led 
him to charge that Beard had omitted a “rather important” 
section of Federalist No. 10. That charge has previously been 
noted and appraised. But further appraisal of Brown’s argu- 

w f7* Brown, Charles Beard, 26 . The conjecture seems reasonable that 
critical re-examination of Beard’s ideas was delayed by the intellectual 
currents generated during the depression of the 1930’s and the "World War 
of the early 1940*5. We need not subscribe to subjective relativism to ob¬ 
serve that a hypothesis expressing the spirit of the Progressive era received 
its first effective challenge in the decade that produced the <4 New Con¬ 
servatism.” That observation does not imply that Beard’s recent critics are 
Xew Conservatives; they may or may not be. My purpose is not to 
denigrate or praise their work by pinning political labels upon them, but 
to call attention to the different intellectual milieus in which Beard and 
his critics worked. Though this essay tries to show that the errors com- 
mitted by Beard’s critics vitiate their conclusions, it would be both un¬ 
generous and mistaken to deny their contributions. Among other things, 
they have reminded American historians that intellectual liberty requires 
each generation to combat the tyranny imposed by ruling hypotheses. 
Mote specifically. Beard’s critics have brought about a long overdue re¬ 
examination of traditional historical doctrines, just as Beard did in 1913, 
when he took a fresh look at old problems. 
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ment provides additional support for the view that Brown 
failed to recognize the differences between economic deter¬ 
minism and economic interpretation. His argument runs as 
follows: 

When we examine No. io, we find that the omission^ is rather im¬ 
portant if we would understand Madison. What Madison said here 
was that the latent causes of faction are sown in the nature of man. 
Unfriendly passions and violent conflicts among men have been 
caused by zeal for different opinions on religion, government, and 
other things, by attachment to different leaders or others, and even 
by the most frivolous and fanciful distinctions. In short, it was 
necessary to omit this section from Madisons statement to make 
Madison an “economic deterministIt is quite true that Madison 
placed economic factors ahead of all others, but he did not rule out 
the non-economic either here or in his other writings and state¬ 
ments, as we shall see later. 68 

Apparently, Brown identifies a theory as “economic deter- 
minist,” only if it rules out all non-economic factors. But it 
was not Madison’s assessment of the relative significance of 
different factors that fixed the character of his theory; it was 
his fatalistic views about man’s faculties and behavior, and his 
assumption that a one-to-one relationship existed between eco¬ 
nomic interests and political factions. Since that assumption is 
economic determinism in classic form. Beard cannot be said to 
have distorted Madison’s views to make them conform to his 
own. Brown’s theoretical c onfusion not o nly led hig t^tojaiake. 
that unfounded charge,. but .kept, him from undettakmg~™.2n 
instructive critique of the claims that Beard actually advanced. 

The same observation holds for Forrest^McDomld, author 
of the second book-length critique of Beard. As the next chap¬ 
ter will show, Professor McDonald departed from Beard 
and based his “new system of categories of interest groups” on 
assumptions even more rigidly economic determinist than were 
Beard’s. In other respects, he claimed to have faithfully copied 

Beard, but he did not.recognize.that^^^..be 

tested by a logically fallaci ous d gsifg^Qf- proof: 


68. Ibid., 27-29. 
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The purpose of the present work is to examine Beard’s thesis as his¬ 
tory. To do so, I have followed a rather unorthodox method. For 
purposes of this book I have accepted, without qualification. Beard’s 
system of interpretation and his system of testing it. His pages, he 
wrote, were “frankly fragmentary”; he sketched in broad outlines 
and left it for others to fill in the details. Insofar as possible, I have 
filled in the details. 69 

McDonald subtitled his book. The Economic Origins of the 
Constitution . But, in exploring the problem, he took the wrong 
road when, like Brown, he equated the theory of economic in¬ 
terpretation of history with the theory of economic determinism. 
He not only used the terms imerchangeably* 70 but in his choice 
of categories he showed that heJmd a^fmidamentally_ erroneous 
conception of an '‘economic interpretation” of the Constitution? 
As we have seen. Beard didr net-present' an “ economic interpre¬ 
tation. And as we shall see, his design of proof and his method 
of analyas did not permit Mm to test one. Thus, since Mc¬ 
Donald faithfully copied Beard, he, too, inevitably, failed to 
present or test an economic interpretation of the Constitution. 


2 . brown’s VERSION OF 4 *BEARB’s THESIS” 

Brown averted that Beard advanced a “double-edged” thesis 
and described its two edges as follows: 

1. Instead of being a document drawn up by patriotic men [italics 
added] for the protection of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi- 
nes, the Coosoiniioii was die work of consolidated economic 
groups—personal property interests including money, public se¬ 
curities, manitiacturers, and trade and sMpping—groups that were 
personally interested in die outcome of their labors. . . . 

2. Instead of being a document embodying democratic principles, 
die Consumtion was put over in an undemocratic society by un¬ 
democratic methods for the express purpose of checking demo¬ 
cratic majorities. 71 


69* McDonald, We The People , viL 

70U 7-8. 

71. Brown, Charles Beard, 3-4. 
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Brown tended to paraphrase Beard, rather than to quote his 
actual words, often with unfortunate results. For example, his 
use of the phrase, “patriotic men,” suggests that Beard con¬ 
demned the Founding Fathers as “unpatriotic.” Actually, in his 
i$i2 book on the Supreme Court, Beard decried the “imbecili¬ 
ties of the Confederation” and eulogized the Fathers: 

It was a truly remarkable assembly of men that gathered in Phila¬ 
delphia on May 14, 1787, to undertake the work of reconsOTcting 
the American system of government. It is not merely patriotic pride 
that compels one to assert that never in the history of assemblies 
has there been a convention of men richer in political experience 
and in practical knowledge, or endowed with a profounder insight 
into the springs of human action and the intimate essence of gov¬ 
ernment. It is indeed an astounding fact that at one time so many 
men skilled in statecraft could be found on the very frontier of 
civilization among a population numbering about four million whites. 
It is no less a cause for admiration that their instrument of gov¬ 
ernment should have survived the trials and crises of a century that 
saw the wreck of more than a score of paper constitutions. 72 

But, in his book of 1913, Beard attempted to develop a “scien¬ 
tific” mode of analysis that would avoid such “moralistic epi¬ 
thets” as “imbecilities ” “patriotic,” and “unpatriotic.” In reviving 
the charge that Beard stigmatized the Fathers as unpatriotic. 
Brown ignored Beard’s statement in the preface to the 1935 
edition: 

... an economic analysis may be coldly^ neutral, and in the pages 
of this volume no words of condemnation are pronounced upon 
the men enlisted upon either side of the great controversy which 
accompanied the formation and adoption of the Constitution. Are 
the security holders who sought to collect principal and interest 
through the formation of a stronger government to be treated as 
guilty of impropriety or praised? That is a question to which the 
following inquiry is not addressed. |S 

It is true that Beard’s “economic analysis” was not unambigu¬ 
ous. But it was not as ambiguous as Brown suggests. 

72. Beard, Supreme Court and the Constitution, 76, 86-87. 

73. Beard, Economic InterpretatioTi 7 ix-x. 
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Brown s failure to state Beard’s position accurately becomes 
evident when we examine this version of “Beard’s thesis”: 

drawn t ^ lar , Constitution was “an economic document 

with superb skill by men whose property interests were 
mrmedtatdy at stake,” Beard had to violate die concepts of™ 
historical method in many ways. These ran die gamut from omis- 
aon to outnght misrepresentation of evidence, and included the 
drawing of conclusions from evidence that not only did not war¬ 
rant die conclusions but actually refuted them. To say that the 
Consatunon was designed in part to protect property is true; to 

21 rW-f WaS , deSlgn ^d only to protect property is false; and to 
y t it was designed only to protect personalty is preposterous. 74 

A harsh epithet, “preposterous.” 

At the end of a chapter which described in detail the hetero¬ 
geneous coalition of pro-Constitutionists, Beard did say that 
t [personalty] was, in short, the dynamic element in the move¬ 
ment or the new Constitution .” 75 That, however, is not the 
same as saying that the disparate groups covered by the clumsy 
term, personalty,’ were the only ones that favored the Con¬ 
stitution, or that no group other than “personal property inter¬ 
ests including money, public securities, manufacturers, and 
trade and shipping,” to quote Brown’s summary of Beard’s thesis, 
favored the Constitution. 

In 1913. Beard described speculators in western lands as 
members of one group of “personalty interests.” Moreover, he 
observed that southern planters, as well as urban artisans, me¬ 
chanics, and “working-men” favored the Constitution. And, in 

V l 9 :\ s mCTOrand ™i Of correction,” he added leading New 
*° 5 k ‘landed proprietors” to the coalition. 7 * Actually, four pages 
before the passage quoted above, Brown revealed that his sum¬ 
mary- failed to present “Beard’s thesis” accurately: 

5 ° ™ understanding of the Constitutional Convention was 
meice ™ ^ ^cussion of the control of com- 

J e ■■:>)• Hls earker use of petitions s» Wd bv mechanics 
and manufa cturers was evidence tha^ese skifilarKaTw£S 

74* Brown, Charles Beard, m. 

Sconoma Interpretation, 51, iq-cj. 

76. Ihd ^ xr-xri, 25 a. 1, 29-30, 4 i- 45 . 
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protection from foreign competition just as does organized labor 
today. But his final sentence in the paragraph is the important one— 
that merchants and manufacturing interests achieved commercial 
benefits, but “they paid for their victory by large concessions to 
the slave-owning planters of the south.” This is only one example 
of what is so evident to anyone who reads the Records [of the 
Convention] without preconceptions. There were a multitude of 
conflicting interests in the Convention, some economic and some 
not, and there simply had to be a great deal of compromising of 
interests for anything to be achieved. 77 

It is difficult to understand how Brown could cite Beard’s ex¬ 
plicit description of a heterogeneous coalition favorable to the 
Constitution, and simultaneously depict him as having said that 
the Constitution “was designed only to protect personalty . . . 

Brown also depicted Beard as having claimed that The Fed¬ 
eralist “appealed only to personalty interests.” This assertion 
could be accurate only if “personalty’ 5 is defined to include 
southern slaveholders, a definition Brown rejected. 78 Beard did 
differentiate between slaveholders who “combined a wide range 
of personalty operations with their planting” and “the slave- 
holding planter as such.” But he discussed both types under the 
heading, “Groups of Real Property Holders,” and lined them 
both up on the pro-Constitution tide. 79 In analyzing The Feder¬ 
alist} he wrote that “every fundamental appeal in it is to some 
material and substantial interest.” Among those interests, he 
explicitly included the “slaveholding planter as such”: 

In considering the importance of defence against domestic Insur¬ 
rection, the authors of The Federalist do not overlook an appeal 
to the slave-holders’ instinctive fear of a servile revolt. Naturally, 
it is Madison [previously described by Beard as “a descendant of 
one of the old landed families of Virginia whose 'wealth consisted 
principally of plantations and slaves, and whose personal property 
was relatively small in amount”] whose interest catches this point 
and drives it home, by appearing to discount it. 80 

77. Brown, Charles Beard , 107. 

7.8. Ibid., 92-94, 47-48. 

79. Beard, Economic Interpretation , 29-30. 

80. Ibid , 174, 125-126, and 153-154. 
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The validity of Beard’s claims is, of course, open to challenge. 
But little justification exists for Brown to summarize his “thesis” 
as though it asserted that the Constitution “was designed only 

to protect personalty . . . 

Since Brown’s misstatements stem from a fundamental mis¬ 
reading of Beard, they formed integral parts of "Bis" critique. 
When ^ we recog niz e that he d id not read and represent Beard 
accurately, the logical structure of his critique col laps es. One 
does not discredit a hypothesis which asserts that southern 
planters and northern mechanics and working-men favored the 
Constitution by demonstrating that southern planters and north¬ 
ern mechanics and working-men favored the Constitution. For 
the most part, the evidence Brown presented to support his 
condemnation of Beard’s thesis is relevant only if his summary 
of it is accepted. 

3. mc Donald's version of “beard’s thesis” 

like Brown, McDonald misread Beard and, therefore, di¬ 
rected Ms critique against n''imn-eristent^“thesisi’ 

Following a short sketch of the “central points in the thesis 

advanced by Professor Beard,” McDonald wrote:* 

If from this tightly and skillfully woven system of ideas are ex¬ 
tracted those pans which are essen tiall y nonconjectuxal—which 
are^ susceptible, in other words, of a reasonable degree of validation 
or invaEdation as historical facts, and upon which the interpretative 
superstructure is erected—three propositions come into clear focus, 
namely that: 

1. The Constitution was essentially “an economic document 

drawn with superb skill” by a consolidated economic group “whose 
Interests knew’ no state boundaries and were truly national in their 
scope” (pp. 188, 325) 

2. 'In the ratification, it became manifest that the line of cleav¬ 
age for ^and against the Constitution w r as between substantial per¬ 
sonalty interests [approximately identical to those which had been 
represented In the Philadelphia Convention] on the one hand and 
the small farming and debtor interests on the other.” (p. 325) 

3. Inasmuch as so many leaders in the movement for ratifica- 
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tion were large [public] security holders [as were most members 
of the Philadelphia Convention], and inasmuch as securities consti¬ 
tuted such a large proportion of personalty, this economic interest 
must have formed a very considerable dynamic element, if not the 
preponderating element, in bringing about the adoption of the new 
system. . . . Some holders of public securities are found among 
the opponents of the Constitution, but they are not numerous.” (pp. 
290, 291 n) 81 

like Brown, McDonald failed to recognize that Beard de¬ 
picted* a conflict between twd cbadltions^Jbistead, he had Beard 
assert that the conflict over the Constitution was between two 
groups, “personalty” and “realty/ 582 Several examples demon- 

81. McDonald, We The People, 6-7. 

82. See, for example, the chapter, Ci Economic Interests and Votes in the 
Convention.” McDonald, ignoring Beard’s actual claims, arbitrarily divides 
the delegates into “Personalty Group” and “Realty Group,” and argues 
that “If the economic interests represented by the delegates were the 
dominating element, or even one of several dominating elements, in the 
making Q f the Constitution, one would expect to find an alignment inside 
the Convention along the above lines.” Using dubious logic and evidence 
to support his conjectures, he then goes on to assert that “the voting pat¬ 
terns of the state delegations in the Convention by no means followed 
the lines of a basic economic cleavage into realty and personalty inter¬ 
ests”; “that in so far as can be ascertained from the votes of individual 
delegates, no alignment of personalty interests versus realty interests ex¬ 
isted in die Convention”; and concludes that the “facts” represent “insur¬ 
mountable obstacles” to Beard’s interpretation of the Convention^ Similarly, 
in his chapter, “A Revaluation of the Beard Thesis of the Making of the 
Constitution,” he insisted on the personalty-realty straw man, and argued 
that “Beard’s essential error was in attempting to formulate a single set of 
generalizations that would apply to all the states.” 

Even if McDonald’s data were accurate and his categories meaningful, 
fiiig arguments and conclusions would be irrelevant to Beard s thesis. The 
latter maintained that the Convention delegates, with few^ exceptions, 
represented different groups which all favored the Constitution, and 
tended to share a common outlook. “Hie south had many men who were 
rich in personalty, other than slaves, and it was this type, rather than 
the slaveholding planter as such, which^was represented in the Convention 
that framed the Constitution. The majority of the southern ^delegates at 
Philadelphia in 1787 were from the towns or combined a wide range of 
personalty operations with their planting. On this account there was more 
identity of interest among Langdon of Portsmouth, Gerry of Boston, 
Hamilton of New York, Dayton of New Jersey, Robert Morris of Phila¬ 
delphia, McHenry of Baltimore, Washington on the Potomac, William¬ 
son of North rwlin^ the Pinckneys of Charleston, and Pierce of Savan- 
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strate that McDonald’s propositions do not faithfully summarize 
“Beard’s thesis.” 

Proposition 1 had Beard maintain that the Constitution was 
the work of “a consolidated economic group.” Early in the 
book 83 these words were not enclosed by quotation marks; 
they appeared as a paraphrase of Beard: 

1. The Constitution was essentially “an economic document 
drawn with superb skill” by a consolidated economic group “whose 
interests knew no state boundaries and were truly national in their 
scope.” (pp. 188, 325) 

Later, 84 the same phrase undergoes a transmutation. There, it is 
presented as a quotation from Beard and is combined with 
another phrase, original with McDonald, but also attributed to 
Beard: 

It is dear [from McDonald’s analysis of the “Economic Interests 
of the Delegates”] that Professor Beard’s assertion that the members 
of the Convention were a “consolidated economic group” with an 
“identity of personalty Interests” cannot be accepted without a 
large number of qualifications. 

Still later, 85 McDonald again misplaces quotation marks and 
ellipses while summarizing Beard’s conclusions: 

From his analysis of the Philadelphia Convention, Beard concluded 
that the Constitution was essentially an “economic document drawn 
with superb sMl” by a “consolidated economic group . . . whose 

Bah than between these several men and their debt-burdened neighbors at 
the back door. Thus nationalism was created by a welding of economic 
interests that cut through state boundaries.’ 5 And, in the very next para¬ 
graph, Beard explicitly added “the slaveholding planter as such” to the 
pro-Constitution coalition. He did claim that members of “personalty” 
groups played the most “dynamic” roles in the Constitutional revolution, 
but that is a far cry from saying that they alone favored it. No implica¬ 
tion is intended that McDonald set out first to erect and then to knock 
down a straw man; nevertheless, that is what he did. Compare McDonald, 
We The People, 93-110, 349-357, with Beard, Economic Interpretation, 
29-30, 50-51, 71-151, 253-291. 

83. McDonald, We The People, 6 . 

84. Ihid^ 92. 

85. IbieL, 349. 
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property interests were immediately at stake”; that these interests 
“knew no state boundaries but were truly national in their scope.” 

And on the next page, Beard is again rewritten: 

In the light of these and other facts presented in the foregoing 
chapters, it is impossible to justify Beard’s interpretation of the 
Constitution as “an economic document” drawn by a “consolidated 
economic group whose property interests were immediately at 
stake.” 

Apart from other considerations discussed in later chapters, 
we cannot accept McDonald’s appraisal of “Beard’s interpre¬ 
tation,” because Beard did not assert the claims or write the 
words attributed to him in any one of the four variants we have 
just reviewed. After an analysis designed to demonstrate the 
material benefits that the Constitution bestowed upon a wide 
variety of groups. Beard summarized his arguments as follows: 

To carry the theory of the economic interpretation of the Con¬ 
stitution out into its ultimate details would require a monumental 
commentary, such as lies completely beyond the scope of this vol¬ 
ume. But enough has been said to show that the concept of the 
Constitution as a piece of abstract legislation reflecting no group 
interests and recognizing no economic antagonisms is entirely false. 
It was an economic document drawn with superb skill by men whose 
property interests were immediately at stake; and as such it ap¬ 
pealed directly and unerringly to identical interests in the country 
at large. 86 

And, in the last paragraph of his book Beard wrote: 

The Constitution was not created by “the whole people” as the 
jurists have said; neither was it created by “the states” as Southern 
nullifiers long contended; but it was the work of a consolidated 
group whose interests knew no state boundaries and were truly 
national in their scope. 87 

In other words. Beard first observed that a heterogeneous 
coalition favored the Constitution. He then summarized his 
views by observing that the document appealed “to identical 
interests in the country at large”; he did not write “that the 


86 . Beard, Economic Interpretation, 188. 

87. Ibid^ 325. 
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members of the Convention were a ‘consolidated economic 
group 5 with an identity of personalty interests. . . Similarly, 
he first discussed the political effectiveness of the Federalist 
leaders, their ability to work closely together, and their suc¬ 
cessful campaign to secure control of the apparatus of opinion¬ 
making and decision-making. He then summarized his arguments 
against theories that held that the Constitution was created 
either by “the whole people” or by “the states.” The Constitu¬ 
tion, he wrote, “was the work of a consolidated group whose 
interests knew no state boundaries and were truly national in 
their scope.” 

“Economic,” inserted into Beard’s phrase, “consolidated 
group,” does make it more plausible to read him as postulating 
a conflict between all “personalty” and all “realty” groups. But 
it also changes Beard's meaning and results in a summary of his 
thesis that has no basis in fact. 

McDonald’s misstatement of Beard was not confined to gen¬ 
eral propositions that allegedly summarized Beard’s thesis. One 
example is his precis of Beard’s analysis of opposition to the 
Constitution in Maryland, here quoted in its entirety: 

Professor Beard, basing his observations on the earlier work of 
[Grin] Libby, concluded that “the opposition came from the rural 
districts and particularly from the paper money constituencies.” The 
hordes of anal! farmer-debtors who had sought paper money as a 
cheap remedy for their indebtedness. Beard contended, opposed the 
Constitution because it cut off this fraudulent source of relief. 88 

McDonald then cites data, collected after 1913, allegedly dem¬ 
onstrating that “This theory has been pretty thoroughly ex¬ 
ploded. . . 

The details need not be discussed here, but McDonald stressed 
the argument that most of the leaders in the fight against ratifi¬ 
cation “had speculated heavily in the purchase of confiscated 
loyalist estates.” 89 If true, this finding would actually tend to 
support Beard’s main claim about opposition to the Constitution 


88. McDonald, We The People, 153-154. 

89. Ibid ^ 154-155. 
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in Maryland. (This, however, will not be apparent to the reader 
unless he refers to the original.) 

In the chapter entitled, “The Economics of the Vote on the 
Constitution,” Beard devoted only two paragraphs to Mary¬ 
land. The sentence that McDonald quoted comes from the first 
paragraph; the second paragraph reads as follows: 

But it should be noted that [in Maryland] we are now leaving the 
regions of small farms and of estates tilled by free labor and are 
coming into the districts where slavery and the plantation system 
dominate rural economy. Indeed, the slave-holding plantations were 
so extensive and the small farming class so restricted that the paper 
money party would have been seriously weakened had it not been 
for the fact that their ranks were recruited from other sources 
[italics added—compare with McDonald’s “hordes of small farmer- 
debtors”]. A contemporary, speaking of the election of delegates to 
the convention, says: “Baltimore and Hartford counties alone are 
clearly anti-Federal, in which are many powerful and popular men 
who have speculated deeply in British confiscated property and for 
that reason are alarmed at shutting the door against state paper 
money. The same men, their relations and particular friends are 
more violently anti-Federal because they paid considerable sums 
into the treasury in depreciated continental currency and are scared 
at the sweeping clause . . . which may bring about a due execution 
of the treaty between Great Britain and America to their loss, [sic.] 90 

McDonald also misstated Beard’s claims about New Hampshire. 
He wrote: 

With respect to the Connecticut valley area [in New Hampshire], 
where about five-sixths of the towns voted for ratification. Beard fol¬ 
lows Libby in the rather absurd assertion that the towns there were 
“commercial” by virtue of their location on the river and that it 
was as commercial communities that they supported ratification. 91 

Quotation of Beard’s actual words seems sufficient comment: 

The third region in New Hampshire (whose representatives favored 
ratification) was “the Connecticut valley or border district” whose 
interests were akin to those of the sea towns because it had com¬ 
mercial connection [italics added] with the outside world through 
the Connecticut River. It was to this region particularly that Oliver 


90. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 281-282. 

91. McDonald, We The People, 245. 
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Elswortli must have appealed in Ins open letter to the citizens of 
New Hampshire in which he said: “New York, the trading towns 
on the Connecticut River, and Boston are the sources from which 
a great part of your foreign supplies will be obtained , and where 
your produce will be exposed for market [italics added]. In all these 
places an import is colected, of which, as consumers, you pay a 
share without deriving any public benefit. You cannot expect any 
alteration in the private systems of these states unless effected by 
the proposed government .’* 92 

Having rejected the versions of “Beard’s thesis” that Brown 
and McDonald presented, we can go on to appraise Beard’s de¬ 
sign of proof and his method of securing the data that he be¬ 
lieved would bear out his hypothesis. 


92. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 254-255. 


Chapter Two 


AN APPRAISAL 
OF BEARD’S DESIGN 
OF PROOF AND METHOD 


ALTHOUGH Beard's most acute insights relate to th e u n- 
eqiiai power of men to influence opinio ns and contro l deci- 
sions, he offered almos t no evidence to support them. He.as¬ 

serted that men played different roles in the sequence of events 
that led to the adoption of the^onsritW they occu- 

pied different positions in the American social structure, but he 
did little more than sketch the sequence and suggest the attributes 
that gave them unequal powder. For this set of claims, his treat¬ 
ment was not even “frankly fragmentary." Moreover*- he-did 
not indicate how they might be tested. 

Beard’s main preoccupation becomes evident when we rec- 

I is 1 1 
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ognize that Ms. design of proof,, and his method ....apply only to, 
Ms^clakns..about the relationsMps between ideas and interests. 
They did not actually permit him to test those claims, however, 
for'they both rest upon logically untenaWe-assumptions. 


A. 

The Logical Fallacy in 
Beard’s Design of Proof 

Beards design of proof required him to establish two variable 
relationships. That is, he proposed first to classify men “as eco¬ 
nomic brings dependent upon definite modes and processes of 
gaining a livelihood,” and then to ascertain on wMch “side” of 
the Constitutional issue they “are to be found.” To avoid mis¬ 
understanding, a quotation from Beard’s first chapter will be re¬ 
peated here: If men in the same economic group “were equally 
divided on the matter of adoption or rejection—it would then 
become apparent that the Constitution had no ascertainable 
relation to economic groups or classes, but was the product of 
some abstract causes remote from the cMef business of life- 
gaining a livelihood.” But, if “substantially all” members of 
“groups of personal property interests” and “their professional 
associates were pro-Gonsnrotion, and “substantially all or the 
major portion of the opposition came from, the non-slaveholding 
farmers and the debtors—would it not be pretty conclusively 
demonstrated that our fundamental law was not the product of 
an abstraction known as £ the whole people/ but of a group of 
economic interests which must have expected beneficial results 
from its adoption?” A short answer to that long question is—No. 

I. SELF-INTEREST AND POLITICAL BEHAVIOR 

Unless Beard had first demonstrated that perceived self- 
interest is the only determinant of political behavior, his design 
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of proof was logically untenable. Apart from other considera- 
lions, it was logically untenable because it assumed what Beard 
proposed to demonstrate. 

Beard had no basis for assuming that conscious self-interest 
is the only aspect of class position that influences political be¬ 
havior. Apparendy, the unresolved dualism in his thought led 
him to treat the direct effects of self-interest as though they 
were synonymous with the subtle, complicated, and indirect 
effects of men’s being “dependent upon definite modes and proc¬ 
esses of gaining a livelihood/’ In other words, he confused the 
concepts of “interest group” and “social class.” Certainly, Selig- 
man’s version of the economic interpretation of history, which 
Beard regarded as “nearly axiomatic,” did not postulate a direct, 
one-to-one relationship between self-interest and political be¬ 
havior. As noted above, Seligman warned against the fallacies 
inherent in economic determinism and criticized Loria’s “landed” 
application of it . 1 Thus, even if Beard’s description of the divi¬ 
sions of opinion among groups on the Constitution were accurate, 
he was still logically required to offer additional evidence for 
his claims about men’s motives; he could not infer them from the 
data required by his design of proof. 

i. Beard apparently did not grasp the significance of Seligman’s asser¬ 
tion that it wotdd “be absurd to deny that individual men, like masses of 
men, are moved by ethical considerations. On the contrary, all progress 
consists in the attempt to realize the unattainable,—the ideal, the morally 
perfect. History is full of examples where nations, like individuals, have 
acted unselfishly and have followed the generous promptings of the 
higher life. The ethical and the religious teachers have not worked in vain. 
To trace the influence of the spiritual life in individual and social develop¬ 
ment would be as easy as it is unnecessary. What is generally forgotten, 
however, and what it is needful to emphasize again and again, is not 
only that the content of the conception of morality is a social product, 
but also that amid the complex social influences that cooperated to pro¬ 
duce it, the economic factors have often been of chief significance—that 
pure ethical or religious idealism has made itself felt only within the 
limitations of existing economic conditions.” The Economic Interpreta¬ 
tion of History (New York, 1902), 126 and 112-134. Clearly, Seligman 
argued against the fallacy of making conscious self-interest the invariant, 
primary determinant of human behavior. 
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2 . IS CLASS POSITION THE ONLY DETERMINANT 

m POLITICAL BEHAVIOR? 

The fallacious assumption that self-interest is the only aspect 
of class position that influences political behavior does not war¬ 
rant the further assumption that class position is the only deter¬ 
minant of political behavior. Beard revealed the fallacy in his 
design of proof by making vague, scattered references to the 
political effects of membership in ethnic and religious groups 
and of partisan affiliations antedating the Constitutional con¬ 
flict . 2 If ckss position were the only determinant of political 
behavior in 1787-1788, other factors became entirely irrelevant 
to Ms interpretation. But, for example, if men’s opinions on the 
Constitution w T ere influenced by their membership in certain 
ethnic groups. Beard could not test his hypothesis by restricting 
his attention to their das position. 

Stated in somewhat formal terms, Beard’s design of proof 
is^ logically falkdpus becauseidt^ssim relatianship 

between two variables can. he^ discovered without-considering 
thejrossible influence^offother variables- Or, in positive terms, to 
discover the relationships between opinion on the Constitu¬ 
tion and economic class, it is necessary to consider the effect 
of other variables (factors) that might also have influenced 
opinion (e.g., membersMp in ethnic groups, membership—or 
kck of it—in religious groups, previous partisan affiliations, level 
of education). In short, spurious relationships may result if 
attention is restricted to two variables. Two examples—one 
hypothetical, one substantive—help to clarify the point. 

a. A Poieniially Verifiable Hypothesis . To be potentially 
verifiable, a hypothesis must satisfy at least one set of data that 
are logically relevant to Its claims. (Of course, the likelihood 
of verifying a hypothesis increases as we see that it satisfies 
additional sets of relevant data.) In my opinion, voting behavior 

2* See, for ample, Charles A. Beard, An Economic Interpretation of 
tte Comamaim of the United States (New York, 1935), 283, 310-312. 
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during the contests for delegates to the state ratifying conven¬ 
tions is the best indicator of men’s opinions about the Constitu¬ 
tion. Thus, we should regard Beard’s hypothesis about why men 
favored, or opposed, the Constitution as potentially verifiable, 
if we find it consonant with voting statistics that have been 
systematically collected, organized, and analyzed. 

Suppose we take New York as a test case. To support a 
judgment that Beard’s hypothesis is potentially verifiable, we 
must show that members of the same class tended strongly to 
vote for the same party, despite their membership in groups iden¬ 
tified by some other attribute than economic class, e.g., small 
debtor-farmers voted Antifederalist, even though they belonged 
to different ethnic groups such as Scotch-Irish, English, Dutch, 
and German. And, to take the same example, if we could show 
that small debtor-farmers voted Antifederalist irrespective of 
their membership in groups identified by any attribute other 
than economic class, we would increase the likelihood that 
Beard’s hypothesis was verifiable. No matter how many attri¬ 
butes we consider, the logic of the procedure remains the same. 
To simplify the example, therefore, we can restrict attention 
to economic classes and ethnic groups and assume that we have 
the required data. 

To test Beard’s hypothesis, we would examine the data to 
learn the voting behavior of each economic class in each ethnic 
group, e.g., small debtor-farmers whose ancestry was English, 
Scotch-Irish, Dutch, and German. Put another way, depending 
upon the precise nature of our data, in each ethnic group, we 
would try to learn the voting behavior of men who belonged to 
the different classes, e.g, men of English ancestry who were 
small debtor-farmers, landed proprietors, large holders of per¬ 
sonal property, merchants, mechanics. 

To conclude that Beard’s hypothesis w T as potentially verifi¬ 
able, we must find a common voting pattern among members of 
each class. For example, we would not only have to find that 
most small debtor-farmers voted Antifederalist, but that roughly 
the same proportion of them tended to vote Antifederalist in each 
ethnic group. (To simplify the discussion, I am imposing the 
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unrealistic requirement that members of a specified class vote 
alike in every ethnic group; this enables us to ignore the problem 
of deciding how much variation among ethnic groups is consonant 
with Beard’s claims about class voting.) Similarly, we would 
have to find that, in each ethnic group, large holders of per¬ 
sonal property gave overwhelming Federalist majorities. The 
hypothetical table below shows the kind of data that would 
support the conclusion that Beard’s claims were potentially 
verifiable. 

Hypothetical Table; Vo ting by Class and Ethnic Group r 

Mew York, 1788 

Sca§ck-hish English Dutch German 



Fed. 

As#!. 

Fed. 

Anii. 

Fed. 

Anil. 

Fed. 

Anti. 


% 

% 

% 

% 

% 

% 

% 

% 

Debfor-Fbraer 

Landed 

20 

80 

20 

80 

20 

80 

20 

80 

Proprietor 

40 

60 

40 

50 

40 

60 

40 

60 

Mechanic 

large Holder* 

75 

25 

75 

25 

75 

25 

75 

25 

Personal 

Property 

85 

15 

85 

15 

85 

15 

85 

15 


Suppose we found, however, that small debtor-farmers of 
Scotch-Msh ancestry held opposite opinions on the Constitution 
from their English counterparts. And suppose we found that the 
Scotch-Msh voted strongly Antifederalist irrespective of class, 
the English voted strongly Federalist, also irrespective of class. 
Finally, let us suppose that the same homogeneous voting be¬ 
havior characterized all ethnic groups, he., members of the group 
tended strongly to vote alike, irrespective of class position. We 
would then be forced to conclude that, insofar as we had tested 
It, Beard’s hypothesis about why men favored or opposed the 
Constitution was invalid. 

I have been trying to show that Beard could not test his 
hypothesis by restricting attention to theTelationsKps™ between' 
the two variables, opinion on the Constitution and economic, class. 
At the minimum, he" -was logically required to consider the ef- 
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fectsjupon men’s opinions of one other possible influence, such 
2S their membership in ethnic groups. 

Perhaps the logical fallacy in his design of proof is best 
pointed up by this paradox: We might have to conclude that his 
hypothesis was invalid, even though we found that most small 
debtor-farmers voted Antifederalist and most large holders of 
personal property voted Federalist. In discussing this paradox, 
let us assume that the following statements are true: The pro¬ 
portion of men who belonged to specified economic classes 
varied widely according to ethnic group, e.g., a large majority 
of the Scotch-Iiish, but only a small minority of the English, 
were debtor-farmers. The reverse was true of large holders of 
personal property, i.e., they constituted a small minority of the 
Scotch-Iiish, a large majority of the English. Irrespective of 
class, the Scotch-Iiish voted strongly Antifederalist, the English 
voted strongly Federalist. Our final assumption: the large major¬ 
ity of small debtor-farmers were Scotch-Irish; in all other classes, 
the large majority were not Scotch-Iiish. 

Under those conditions, although it would be literally true 
to say that voting patterns showed class differences, it would 
be thoroughly misleading. For, despite their different class po¬ 
sitions, members of the same ethnic group voted alike. Since 
most small debtor-farmers were Scotch-Irish, as a class they 
necessarily voted Antifederalist. But the spunous nature of the 
relationship becomes apparent when we realize that it seems to 
exist only because of the ethnic composition of the class. Voting 
behavior was not related to class but to ethnic group; the rela¬ 
tionship between opinion and class was a spunous one because 
it disappeared when another factor (or variable) was considered. 

Unfortunately, largely because Beard’s design of proof has 
gone unchallenged to date, the information required by our 
hypothetical example has never been collected. Thus, to show 
that it may be possible to collect the information necessary to 
test his hypothesis about why men favored or opposed the^ Con¬ 
stitution, as well as to demonstrate further the fallacy in Ms 
design of proof, a substantive example from another period in 
American history will now be given. 
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b. Testing Claims about Economic Class and Voting Behav¬ 
ior. Following Beard’s lead, historians of New York politics have 
claimed that party divisions in the state essentially followed class 
lines. To support their hypotheses, they also used a two-variable 
design of proof. But when I examined data about men’s mem¬ 
bership in groups defined by attributes other than class (e.g., 
ethnic and religious), with few exceptions, the alleged relation¬ 
ships became either non-existent or spurious. 3 

For example, in testing the claim that, during the 1840’$, 
urban workers in New York strongly supported the Democrats, 
I considered the possibility that the overwhelming majority of 
workers belonged to religious and ethnic groups whose members 
voted Democratic independently of their economic class posi¬ 
tion. Under those conditions, a strong, positive relationship 
between workers and the Democratic Party might turn out to 
be spurious, i.e„, their affiliation with the Democrats would be 
related to their religious and ethnic affiliations, rather than to 
their class position. And, after the relevant data were collected, 
ordered, and analyzed, that is what I found. With few excep¬ 
tions, in each economic class, voting tended to vary strongly 
with membership in ethnic and religious group, previous politi¬ 
cal allegiance, local conditions (and numerous other Influences). 
One specific example illustrates the point. 

In 1844, about 95 per cent of Catholic Irish workers voted 
Democratic and about 90 per cent of Protestant Irish workers 
voted Whig. Yet, because the religious and ethnic groups that 
voted overwhelmingly for the Democrats constituted so large a 
proportion of the urban workers, the statement that “most 
workers” voted Democratic is both literally true and completely 
misleading. They voted that way, not because they were workers, 
but because they were Irish Catholics (or members of certain 
other groups) and also happened to be workers. Contrary to the 
economic deternunist interpretation that stemmed from Beard, 

3* The material is reported in a book to be published in 1961 by the 
Princeton University Press; it is tentatively entitled. The Concept of 

Jmksomm Democracy: New York as a Test Case . 
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during the 1840’$, political divisions in New York related more 
closely to ethnic and religions groupings than to economic class. 


3. APPRAISING beard’s DESIGN OF PROOF 

From the examples given above, we can see that neither an 
economic determinist nor an economic interpretation of politics 
can be tested by restricting attention to two variables. Beard’s 
design of proof made it impossible for him^ therefore, to draw 
any reasonable inferences about the relationships between class 
position and opinion on the Constitution. Even if he had devised 
an adequate system for classifying economic groups, and even if 
the data he required had been arranged systematically and ac¬ 
curately, it could only be said with confidence that his claims 
might be correct—and then again, they might not be. When we 
try to discover the relationships between anytwo variables, our 
design of proof must permit us to consider the possible influence 
of at least one other variable. And the more variables we con¬ 
sider, the greater the likelihood of our verifying, or discrediting, 
a hypothesis. (For convenience, the procedure outlined above 
will hereafter be referred to as multivariate analysis .) 4 

4. Historians, no doubt, will find its mathematical passages hard going, 
but I believe that they can profit considerably from the section, “Multi¬ 
variate Analysis,” in Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Morris Rosenberg, eds., The 
Language of Social Research (Glencoe, HI-, 1955), 109-199. As defined by 
Lazarsfeld and Rosenberg, multivariate analysis describes u tbe study and 
interpretation of complex inter-relatkms among a multiplicity of char¬ 
acteristics. n I do not intend to imply that historians should mechanically 
imitate procedures developed by non-historians. On the contrary, I have 
deliberately used a non-techmcal term, “relationship, 51 instead of ^ cor¬ 
relation” to avoid the implication that historians must become statisticians 
in order to use quantitative methods. It is the logic of multivariate 
analysis, not its specific applications in other disciplines, that seems to me 
to have potential value for historiography. w 

Scholars who shy away from anything smacking of “scientific and 
“statistical” procedures because of concern for literary values, might re¬ 
call that T. S. EHot developed the method of “objective correlatives,” used 
so effectively by Ernest Hemingway. See Carlos Baker, Hemingway. The 
Writer as Artist (Princeton, N. J., 1956), 54-58. The “potentially verifi¬ 
able” concept is discussed in Lee Benson, “Research Problems In American 
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A balanced appraisal of Beard’s work, however, must take 
this consideration into account: In 1913, no useful models ex¬ 
isted to inspire him as he tried to devise a design of proof for 
hypotheses about mass behavior. Here, as elsewhere, he contrib¬ 
uted significantly to historiography by recognizing the existence 
of a problem and beginning the job of solving it. As American 
history demonstrates, in all fields of endeavor, It is usually the 
second or third wave of settlers who reap the harvest for which 
pioneers have broken the ground. And Beard, it is worth re¬ 
membering, was a pioneer in what he then called “scientific 
history.” 


B. 

The Logical Fallacy in Beard’s Method 


Now, if it were possible to have an economic biography of all 
those connected with its [the Constitution’s] framing and adoption— 
perhaps about 160,000 men altogether,—the materials for scientific 

analysis and classification would be available. 

Since he could not compile those biographies, Beard devised 
a method that he believed yielded the data required by his design 
of proof. He divided the 160,000 men into three types, depend¬ 
ing upon the roles they played in the framing and adoption of 
the Consntution: 1) the few who actually framed the Constitu¬ 
tion; 2) the somewhat larger number of delegates to the state 
ratifying conventions; 3) the mas of voters who elected the 
delegate. He assumed that in all three categories of political 
activity, men who belonged to the same economic class tended 
strongly to take the same position on the Constitution, e.g., that 
roughly the same proportion of large holders of personal prop¬ 
erty favored the Constitution, whether they were delegates to 
the Constitutional Convention, delegates to the state conventions. 

Political Historiography,” in Afirxa Sontarovsky 1 , ed.. Common Frontiers 
of ike SocM Sciences (Glencoe, DL, 1957), 118-119. 
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or voters. Thus, according to Beard’s assumption, if we learn the 
group divisions among the delegates to the Constitutional Con¬ 
vention, we can infer the group divisions among the voters. 

In his most carefully developed chapter. Beard presented 
short “economic biographies”—admittedly sketchy and based 
largely on secondary sources—of the fifty-five delegates who 
attended the Philadelphia Convention. He conceded that a valid 
test of his claims also required collection of biographical data 
about men assigned to the other two categories of political ac¬ 
tivity. For example, in a later chapter, he observed that: 

It would be fortunate if we had a description of each of the state 
[ratifying] conventions similar to that made [by him] of the Phila¬ 
delphia Convention; but such a description would require a study 
of the private economy of several hundred men, with considerable 
scrutiny. And the results of such a search would be on the whole 
less fruitful than those secured by the study of the Philadelphia 
Convention, because so many members of the state-ratifying bodies 
were obscure persons of whom biography records nothing and 
whose property holdings do not appear in any of the documents 
that have come down to us. 5 

Having these data only for Pennsylvania, Beard attempted to 

buttress his findings .with mat erids. “dra\^ 

sources.” For the most part, the sources were secondary works 
influenced strongly by Turner’s adaptation of Loria’s 4 free 
land” theory of American (and world) history.* 

Despite the obvious imprecision and fragmentary nature of 
the data. Beard concluded that collective biographies of the 
Founding Fathers at Philadelphia and of the delegates to the 
Pennsylvania ratifying convention—the only one that he studied 
—supported his claims about the framing and adoption of the 
Constitution. He based this conclusion on the assumption.that 

5. Beard, Economic Interpretation , 253-254. ‘For the purposes of a fine 
analysis of the economic forces in the ratifying process, it would be of 
the highest value to have the vote on delegates to the state conventions 
in each town and county throughout the whole country; but unfortunately 
no such figures are compiled and much of the original materials upon 
which the statistical tables could be based have doubtless disappeared 
Ibid^ 243. 
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his method of compiling collective biographies of jmen appointed 
or elected to political assemblies, enabled him to discover the 
class division of opinion. This assumption is logically fallacious. 
Even if he had compiled accurate and fairly complete collective 
biographies of delegates to the Constitutional and state ratifying 
conventions, and even if he had used what we have called multi¬ 
variate analysis to discover the divisions of opinion among them, 
he would still have lacked justification for drawing inferences 
about the class divisions of opinion in the countr y at la rge. 


I. DH> MADISON INSPIRE THE COLLECTIVE BIOGRAPHY METHOD? 

Where did Beard get the idea that the compilation of col¬ 
lective biographies of delegates to political assemblies would 
enable him to discover the divisions of opinion among groups 
or classes? I suggest that Madison’s Federalist No. 10 inspired 
him. At any rate, he based the procedure of compiling collective 
biographies on the same assumptions that Madison made in the 
section of that paper dealing with “Legislation by Special Inter¬ 
ests”—to use Beard’s caption from his edition of The Enduring 
Federalist. 

Madison warned that unless a well-designed government 
system were created to control the “effects” of faction, the 
will of “the most numerous party . . . must be expected to pre¬ 
vail” in legislative assemblies: 

No man is allowed to be a judge in his own cause, because his 
interests would certainly bias his judgment, and, not improbably, 
corrupt his integrity. With equal, nay with greater reason, a body 
of men are unfit to be both judges and parries at the same time; 
yet what are many of the most important acts of legislation, but 
so many judicial determinations, not indeed concerning the rights 
of single persons, but concerning the rights of large bodies of 
citizens? And what are the different classes of legislators but ad¬ 
vocates ami parties to the causes which they determine [Italics 
added]? Is a law proposed concerning private debts? It is a question 
to which the creditors are parties on one side and the debtors on 
the other. Justice ought to hold the balance between them. Yet 
the parties are, and must be, themselves die judges; and the most 
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numerous party, or, in other words, the most powerful faction 
must be expected to prevail. [A number of similar examples fol¬ 
low.] 7 

Whether or not Madison actually inspired Beard’s method, 
their assumptions were identical. For, if it were true that “the 
different classes of legislators [are] but advocates and parties 
to the causes which they determine,’ 7 class divisions of opinion 
in legislative assemblies might accurately reflect class divisions 
among the population at large. We have only to substitute the 
Philadelphia and state ratifying conventions for Madison’s leg¬ 
islative assemblies and the parallels with Beard’s assumptions 
and procedures become apparent. But, unless we accept the 
assumption of economic determinism that all members oF the 
same '‘social class hold the same opinioSr^ra - lSuS""ffiat affect 
them, the collective biography method, as usetMby ' Beard and 
implied by Madison, is logically untenable. 

b. . Do Public Assemblies Represent the Electorate in Micro¬ 

cosm? Contrary to Madison, delegates (or legislators) belong 
simultaneously to many different groups (e.g., ethnic, religious, 
urban). And their ideas of “justice” do influence their opinions 
—at least to some extent on some occasions. Not all men who 
belong to the same class or group take the same position on an 
issue, even if they all perceive that it serves their individual 
interests. A Liberal RepubEc is not the same as a Corporate 
State, and men who belong to one class or group may represent 
men who belong to classes or groups other than their own. 
Failure to recognize this possibility, or to weigh it properly, led 
Beard to devise a method that can demonstrate only how mem¬ 
bers of pubEc assembEes vote on issues. 

The fallacy in Beard’s method can be seen most clearly by 
examining his treatment of the Pennsylvania ratifying conven¬ 
tion. Let us make three arbitrary assumptions: 1) membership 

7. Quoted in Charles A. Beard, ed., The Enduring Federalist (Garden 
City, N. Y., 1948), 71. The conjecture that Beard derived the collective 
biography method from Federalist No. 10 is supported by his summarizing 
the passage quoted above as asserting that w lhe theories of government 
which men entertain are emotional reactions to their property interests.** 
Economic Interpretation , 157. 
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in an economic group was the only factor that influenced opinion 
on the Constitution; 2) his system of economic classification was 
adequate; 3) his information about the delegates’ economic in¬ 
terests was accurate and comprehensive. The convention voted 
46 to 23 in favor of the Constitution and Beard believed he 
could accurately classify thirty-eight delegates who favored 
the Constitution and eighteen who opposed it. His table is given 
below: 


[Pennsylvania Ratifying Convention—Vote by 


Merchants 

Economic Group] 

Far fh* Constitution 

4 

Against 

1 

Lawyers 

8 

1 

Doctors 

2 


Clergymen 

2 

— 

Farmers 

10 

13 

Capitalists 

12 

3 

Told GassiSabla 

38 

18 


Commenting upon his tabulation. Beard argued: “When all 
allowance for error [in the data] is made, the result is highly 
significant and bears out the general conclusion that the Consti¬ 
tution was a reflex of personalty rather than realty interests.*’ 8 
But that conclusion rests on the assumption that the Pennsyl¬ 
vania convention represented the electorate in microcosm, i.e., 
that the delegates accurately reflected the opinions of the groups 
to which Beard aligned them. Is that assumption warranted? 

For example, on we assume that the five merchant delegates 
constituted a representative sample of all Pennsylvania mer¬ 
chants? Other considerations aside, the convention delegates 

8. Ibid-y 273-281. Interestingly enough, members of the “Namier school” 
of English historiography have employed the collective biography to sup¬ 
port conclusions about the absence of das divisions during the F-ngligh 
Revolution. For example, see D. Bronton and Eh H. Pennington, Members 
ff Long Parliament: (London, 1954). I do not know whether Beard 
inspired the Namier school’s use of the method; but, whether it is used 
to “prove” the presence or absence of class divisions in politics, it is 
logically fallacious. 
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were elected to represent counties , not economic classes or 
interest groups. Thus, men who happend to belong to the same 
economic class or group might have been elected to take dif¬ 
ferent positions on the Constitution. 

Beard, it should be noted, did not challenge Orin Libby’s 
claim that the “delegates of all the Federal counties . . . [with 
one possible exception] clearly represented the sentiments of 
their constituents in their vote in the Convention,” and that 
the “opposition [Antifederalist] section of Pennsylvania, as 
indicated by the votes of the delegates in convention, seems 
to have very generally coincided with the avowed sentiments 
of the majority of the people of the section.” 9 If Libby is right, 
therefore, we do not discover anything about the class divisions 
of opinion when we learn that the Constitution was favored by 
80 per cent of the “merchants” (four of five) at the Convention 
and by 43 per cent of the “farmers” (ten of twenty-three). It 
is possible that they reflected accurately the divisions of opinion 
among all Pennsylvania merchants and farmers; it is also pos¬ 
sible that they did not. Since Pennsylvania was overwhelmingly 
V agrarian. Beard’s table indicates only that the proportion of 
delegates at the Convention who were not farmers exceeded 
their proportion in the population. 

Even if we assumed that factors associated with membership 
in economic groups were the only determinants of opinion, it 
is still possible to conceive of instances in which Beard’s tab¬ 
ulation would misrepresent group divisions on the issue. 

Suppose that a small minority of merchants throughout the 
state favored the Constitution. But, suppose further, that those 
few merchants were joined by members of other groups fa¬ 
vorable to the Constitution, and thus, together, they were able 
to elect the candidates w T hom they nominated. In that event, 
divisions among the mercantile delegates at the Pennsylvania 
ratifying convention would give a distorted picture of divisions 
among Pennsylvania merchants generally. For present purposes, 

9. Orin G. Libby, The Geographical Distribution of the Vote of the 
Thirteen States on the Federal Constitution, ijSy -8 (Madison, Wisconsin, 
1894), 82-84. 
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it does not matter whether this actually happened; the point is 
that it could have happened. We must demonstrate, not assume, 
that members of an elected or appointed public body form 
a representative sample of a population and accurately reflect 
its views. But once we know the group divisions of opinion 
among the population, compilation of the collective biographies 
of legislators becomes superfluous. At best, it can tell us only 
what we already know. 

The same line of argument applies to the Philadelphia Con¬ 
vention. Beard may have been correct in claiming that the 
delegates identified themselves with particular economic groups, 
and that they acted as representatives and accurately reflected 
the view T s of those groups. It does not follow, of course, that 
all representatives of a group were actually members of that 
group. Moreover, they may have had diversified interests which 
made them difficult to classify by the criterion of their occupa¬ 
tion or property. Historians are not entitled, therefore, to 
assume that the compilation of economic biographies automat¬ 
ically reveals which delegates represented what groups at Phil¬ 
adelphia (or at any other convention), or that divisions among 
delegates assigned by historians to one group, accurately re¬ 
flected divisions among the members of that group. By follow¬ 
ing Beard’s own line of argument about the process of gaining 
power, we can suppose that a small minority of a specified group 
may have been able to get its representatives appointed and 
thereby to prevent the view of the majority from being expressed 
at the Convention. 

In summary: Even if we assume that nothing but conscious 
self-interest influenced opiniarisLlpn ^flie C onstitution, Beard’s 
method of collective biography cannot provide^iT short cttt~i:o 

the goal of discovering the ^Qunlffiri abhs'bf.opimbn-^no^matt er 

how systematically and accura tely itti sinllowed. 

And yet, It is only fair to say that Beard significantly.con¬ 

tributed to the development an d application ofjuantitative 
methods to historical materials, When we view his workln^pef- 
spective, w T e can see that he w r as trying to find sampling, tech¬ 
niques that w T ould facilitate the systematic analysis.of group 
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behavior (of the kind discussed below, pages 200-202). Beard 
did not reach his goal, but pioneers rarely do. 

3. RECENT CRITICISMS OF BEARD’S METHOD 

Although, in recent years, historians have sharply criticized 
Beard’s use of the method of collective biography, they have 
not advanced beyond him. Far from questioning his assumptions, 
they have accepted the essential validity of the method, as he 
used it. Taken together, they have criticized him on three 
grounds: 1) his data were inaccurate; 2) his categories of eco¬ 
nomic groups were inadequate; 3) most important of all, his 
method, properly used, yielded data that discr edit ed his claims. 

Since Forrest McDonald based his critique of Beard’s thesis 
largely upon data gathered by the collective biography method, 
his assessments of Beard’s findings and procedures can illustrate 
recent criticisms in their most developed and detailed form. 10 

a. Interest Groups and Voting Behavior . As I read Beard, 
he wanted to locate men in the social and cultural structure 
that resulted from the “modes and processes” by which men 
gained their “livelihood[s]” during the 1780’s. To achieve his 
objective, he tried to devise an index of social class based upon 
the criteria of wealth, occupation, status, and geographic lo¬ 
cation. 

Convinced that Beard’s system of identifying and grouping 
men was inadequate. Professor McDonald proposed to replace 

10. Of course. Beard’s critics are legion. But I am concerned here with 
the four who have specifically employed his method to discredit his con¬ 
clusions. To my knowledge, the first study of this Mud was William C. 
Pool, “An Economic Interpretation of the Ratification of the Federal 
Constitution in North Carolina,” North Carolina Historical Review, 27: 
119-141, 289-313, 437-461 (April, July, October 1950}. It was followed by 
Robert E. Thomas, “The Virginia Convention of 1788: A Criticism of 
Beard’s An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution , 79 Journal of South¬ 
ern History, 19: 63-72 (February 1953); Robert E. Brown, Charles Beard 
and the Constitution (Princeton, N. J., 1956), and Forrest McDonald, We 
The People: The Economic Origins of the Constitution (Chicago, Hl-» 
1958). For an illuminating, wide-ranging review of the literature, see 
Richard B. Moms, “The Confederation Period and die American His¬ 
torian,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 13: 139-156 (April 1956). 
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it with a “new system of categories of interest groups/’ com¬ 
posed of “at least twenty basic occupational groups” and “six 
basic forms of capital.” McDonald would carry the process of 
atomizing American society even further, for “most of the 
occupational groups and all the forms of capital may be divided 
into two to seventy-five subdivisions.” Once the requisite data 
were brought “within the framework of the new system of 
categories of interest groups presented here [in his book], some 
assessment may be made of the role of economic forces in the 
contest over the Constitution.” 11 But, in my opinion, if historians 
abandoned Beard’s inadequate system, only to accept the one 
proposed by McDonald, they still would not be able to assess 
“the role of economic forces in the contest over the Constitution.” 

As we have already seen, McDonald accepted Beard’s design 
of proof which rests upon economic determinist assumptions. 
And, to understate die case, when he proposes to arrange men 
in an extremely large number of groups with extremely narrow 
interests, McDonald comes no closer than Beard to a system of 
classification that would help historians to discover the relation¬ 
ships between social class and political opinion. His “new sys¬ 
tem,” designed to sharpen the theory of economic interpretation, 
would actually distort it into a theory of atomistic egoism. For 
McDonald’s system derives from the crude version of economic 
determinism that assumes men behave primarily as members of 
interest groups that keep a profit-and-loss account of their feel¬ 
ings and calculate the cash value of their political actions. 

Conceivably, in the study of some types of political problems, 
a system similar to the one proposed by McDonald might be 
appropriate. For example, it might be used to study the history 
of a tariff bill wiilch directly, immediately, and seriously affected 
a wide range of narrowly-based interest groups, e.g., producers 
of beer sugar, pottery, steel. 12 From my own work in the poli¬ 
tics of railroad regulation, however, I am inclined to believe 

11. .McDonald, We The People, 398-399, and 358-399. 

12. See, for example, die use made of such interest group categories, 
in H E. Schatrsclineider’s famous study, Politics, Pressures a?id the Tariff 
{New York, 2935). 
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that, even under those conditions, cash value calculations would 
at best determine the voting behavior of only a substantial 
minority of the rank and file members of those groups. On the 
other hand, such calculations might determine the voting be¬ 
havior of most of the leaders of those groups . 13 In dealing with 
problems of this type, therefore, we could profitably use the 
kind of system that McDonald proposed. 

But, whether they are violent or “peaceable,” political revo¬ 
lutions are radically different from battles by pressure groups 
over tariffs and railroad regulation. Thus, the large number and 
specific kinds of categories of interest groups, which might be 
used to study the Smoot-Hawley Tariff and the Interstate Com¬ 
merce Act, would be grossly inappropriate in a study of the 
Constitutional revolution . 14 When the system of government of 
a country is at stake, when fundamental ideas about what consti¬ 
tutes the Good State in the Good Society are in conflict, eco¬ 
nomic self-interest is only one of many considerations that 
influence men’s opinions and actions. In short, historians on 
regard ideology as a direct product of self-interest, only by 
clinging to economic determinist fallacies which, at this late 
date, need no further exposure. 

Ideology always cuts across the lines of interest groups, 
particularly in a crisis. As a result, some men whose “interests” 
sharply conflict find themselves in agreement on matters more 
important to them, or united against other men with whom they 
have more fundamental conflicts, or both. In studying the 
battle over the Constitution, we are likely to progress further 
if we group men, not according to their “economic interests,” 
but according to their social and cultural characteristics (de¬ 
fined by such criteria as class, ethnic group, religious group, 

13. See the discussion in Lee Benson, Merchants, Farmers , & Rail¬ 
roads: Railroad Regulation and New York Politics (Cambridge, Mass., 
* 955 ), 55 -” 4 *.204-246. 

14. My thinking about the general problem of devising systems of 
classification has benefitted considerably from Paul F. Lazarsfeld and 
Allen H. Barton, “Qualitative Measurement in the Social Sciences: Classi¬ 
fication, Typologies, and Indices,” in Daniel Leraer and Harold D. Lass- 
well, eds.. The Policy Sciences (Stanford, Cal., 1951), 155-192. 
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residence, education), their formal and informal organizations 
(e.g., Masonic Order, Order of Cincinnati, political factions), 
their values, their beliefs, their symbols, their sense of identity. 

In general, during the 1780’s, with whom did men identify? 
With whom did they regard themselves as being in conflict? 
In other words, which side were men for? Which side were 
they against? With whom were they identified by others? 
When we learn the answers to these questions, when we learn 
whom men referred to when they spoke of “us” and “them,” we 
have excellent criteria for classification. 

The argument can be summarized briefly: In studying the 
Constitutional revolution, the problem is not to devise a system 
of classification based primarily on narrow interest groups that 
can be precisely defined. The problem is to devise one based 
on the “broad symbolic groups”—to borrow Daniel Bell’s il¬ 
luminating phrase 15 —that the men of the iyBo’s knew existed, 
even though they w 7 ould have not been able to define them 
precisely or say exactly whom they included. 

-As a solution to the problem. Beard’s system was seriously 
inadequate. Yet, with all its deficiencies in conception and exe¬ 
cution, it at least pointed in the right direction; that is, it was 
based upon broad symbolic groups, such as inland “small farmers” 
and large-scale “landed proprietors.” In contrast, the system 
advocated by his critic w 7 ould lead historians astray. For if they 
followed McDonald and used narrowly-based interest groups 
as guide lines to study the Constitutional revolution, they would 
-match backwards and resume the search for “Economic Man.” 

b. Did McDonald Advance Beyond Beard? Critical of Beard’s 
categories of delegates to the Philadelphia and state conventions, 
McDonald proposed new 7 ones and set about gathering the data 
needed to fill them out. Fortunately for our purposes, his analysis 
of the Pennsylvania ratifying convention compares directly 
with Beard's use of the collective biography. McDonald’s table, 
reproduced below 7 , summarized his discussion of “how the dele- 

15. My ideas have been clarified by discussions with Daniel Bell. The 
“broad symbolic group” concept will be treated in detail in his forth¬ 
coming study, Coimmndsm and the American Labor Movement. 


A Critique of Beard and His Critics 


[ 171 1 


[Pennsylvania Ratifying Convention—Voting by 
Interest Groups] 


Voting Yea Voting Nay 


Economic Classification 

No. 

Per Cent 

Mo. 

Per Cent 

Occupation: 

Merchant 

1 


2.2 

1 


4.3 

Tradesman 

4 


8 J 

1 


4.3 

Manufacturing Capitalist 

6 


13.0 

7 


30.4 

Lawyer 

6 


13.0 

1 


4.3 

Physician 

2 


4.3 

— 


— 

Clergyman 

2 


4.3 

1 


4.3 

Miscellaneous 

9 


19.6 

6 


26.0 

Farmer 

16 


34.8 

6 


26.0 

Total 

46 


100.0 

23 


100.0 

investments in: 

Commerce 

6 


13.0 

2 


8J 

Manufacturing 

8 


17.4 

8 


34.8 

Vacant Lands 

11 


23.9 

8 


34.8 

Securities 

23 


50.0 

17 


73.9 

One or more of the above 

39 


84.7 

21 


91.3 

Security holdings: 


[dol/ars] 



[doHors] 


Combined, all delegates 


67,666 



70,852 


Average per holder 


2,942 



4,167 


Mean per holder 


846 



1/460 


Average, all delegates 


1/471 



3,080 



gates lined up for and against ratification, considered from the 
point of view of their occupations and from the point of view 
of their investments and security holdings.* 516 

Anyone who has compiled the collective biography of a 
public assembly will appreciate how much work that short table 
represents, as well as the tremendous amount of work that 
must have gone into all of McDonald’s tables for the Phila¬ 
delphia and state conventions. Arguing that his categories were 
more realistic and his data more accurate than Beard’s, he claimed 
to have discredited Beard’s findings about the group divisions 
of opinion in Pennsylvania. Far from dividing along economic 
lines, “the delegates on the two aides held about the same 


16. McDonald, We The People, 181. 
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amounts of the same kinds of property, and they were engaged 
in similar occupations . 55 According to McDonald, Pennsylvania 
was not a unique case, and, he believed, his data for all the con¬ 
ventions demonstrated that “on all counts, then, Beard’s thesis 
is entirely incompatible with the facts. 5517 

But once it is recognized that public assemblies cannot be 
treated as the electorate in microcosm, it becomes clear that 
McDonald’s data no more discredited Beard’s claims than Beard’s 
data had originally supported them. Suppose we ignore Mc¬ 
Donald’s commitment to the assumption that only self-interest 
influences opinion. If we learn that literally one out of two, 
rather than four out of five, merchants at the Pennsylvania con¬ 
vention voted for the Constitution, can we then conclude that, 
as a group, the merchants of the state were equally divided on 
the issue? Can we credibly conclude from the table that 80 per 
cent of the members of his “Tradesman 55 category favored the 
Constitution and 20 per cent opposed it? To ask these questions 
is to answer them. Like his predecessors who had essentially 
copied Beard’s method while trying to discredit his study, 
McDonald did an enormous amount of work which, because of 
the logical fallacy on which the method rests, could not yield 
the data needed to test Beard’s claims about the divisions of 
political opinion among groups. 18 

Failing to recognize the logical fallacies in the design of proof 
and the method that he copied from Beard, McDonald wound 
up his book as though its alleged refutation of “Beard’s thesis” 
entitled him to render this judgment: 

* • . the whole idea (expounded by Beard and many others) of 
begi n nin g [historical] research with a system of interpretation and 
basis of selection, or with a hypothesis, or even with a question, 
breaks down. However it might be evaluated in terms of philosophy 
and pure logic, the fact is that it was developed largely for prac¬ 
tical reasons, and it is precisely from the practical standpoint that 
it is weakest. If one guesses wrong, if one investigates a phenomenon 
in terms of a system of interpretation and selection which proves 

17. /&&, 181-182, 349-357. 

18. McDonald s use of evidence h discussed in the Appendix to Part 
Haw. 
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to be unworkable, all one’s efforts may be wasted. An equal amount 
of effort, applied inductively, might have covered less ground, but 
it would at least have brought the investigator to a stage at which 
a more tenable system of interpretation could be induced from the 
body of particulars, and would at least have taught him to ask 
meaningful questions [italics added]. 19 

The errors in that back-to-induction manifesto have long 
been recognized and exposed. “No systematic thought,” A. N. 
Whitehead observes, “has made progress apart from some ade¬ 
quately general working hypothesis, adapted to its special topic. 
Such an hypothesis directs observation, and decides upon the 
mutual relevance of various types of evidence. In short, It pre¬ 
scribes method. To venture upon productive thought without 
such an explicit theory is to abandon oneself to the doctrines 
derived from one’s grandfather.” 20 

Scholars like McDonald who fail to venture forth with 
theories, hypotheses, and questions, fail to recognize that good 
research designs permit investigators to explore problems by 
checking, modifying, or abandoning hypotheses and developing 
new ones as they proceed. Ideally, such designs are not biased 
in favor of confirming Ideas tentatively advanced during the 
early stages of work. True, the ideal is seldom attained. Time 
and energy are usually wasted even in well-designed studies 
that start with interesting questions, hypotheses, and interpre¬ 
tative systems. It is also true that, once committed to a hypoth¬ 
esis or line of investigation, researchers tend to resist recognition 
of error. “I was wrong,” is perhaps the most difficult phrase 
scholars are ever called upon to pronounce. But this only shows 
that, in the domain of scholarship and science, as in most others, 
man has not yet attained perfection. 21 

19. McDonald, We The People, 414, 411-414. 

20. Alfred N. Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York, 1933), 286. 

21. A personal note is relevant. The original design of the study which 
resulted in the present essay called for the compilation of legislative col¬ 
lective biographies. Considerable time and energy was devoted ^to com¬ 
piling the requisite data before I became aware of the methods logical 
fallacy. In fact, in a preliminary paper written in 1954* I confidently 
asserted that “Beard’s main contribution . . . [to American historiography] 
was not interpretative but methodological. Few would deny that the pro- 
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McDonald.to the contrary, perhaps Beard contributed most 
significantly to American historiography by explicitly rejecting 
the notion that researchers should venture forth unguided by 
theory or hypothesis. He recognized that “many pitfalls 
beset” travellers on the tricky road to interpretation, but he rec¬ 
ognized also that Baconian Rules of Induction provide little guid¬ 
ance to historians seeking to avoid those pitfalls. Historians 
concerned with the “proximate or remote causes and relations” 
of phenomena, Beard argued, were more likely to reach their 
goals if they consciously adopted or formulated a theory and 
a hypothesis than if they set out uncommitted—but blind. 22 
That the specific theory he adopted and the specific hypothesis 
he formulated may he untenable neither discredits Ws^j^aieral 
approach nor, detracts, frpm ^his c o ntribution . Afterlthe appear¬ 
ance in 1913 of Beard’s book, it was never so easy again for an 
American historian to ignore theory or hypothesis and proceed 
to pile up a mountain of “facts,” in the hope that, somehow, the 
mountain itself would move and reveal the truth. 





Chapter Three 


AN APPRAISAL 
OF BEARD’S HYPOTHESIS 


FORTY-SEVEN YEARS after Beard published Ms brilliant 
pioneering book, we still cannot confidently appraise his main 
hypothesis. At present, we can say only that a convincing case 
has yet to be made, for or against it. 

Beard’s claims about the sequence of events that led to the 
framing and adoption of the Constitution require data that are 
not yet available. For example, they require us to know the 
divisions of opinion among groups in the several states. Since 
we do not have this information, a Scot’s verdict on Beard’s 
hypothesis is mandatory: “Not Proven” or “Not Disproves” 

[17 5 l 
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Nevertheless, with existing data we can make a highly tentative 
appraisal. For our purposes, a tentative appraisal of a few claims 
is sufficient; what we want to decide is not whether Beard’s 
hypothesis has been proven or disproven, but whether it has 
plausibility. 

Since Beard’s hypothesis consists of a number of closely 
related, but logically distinct, sets of claims, we shall examine 
them separately. Proceeding from the simple to the complex, 
we begin with his claims about the numerical divisions of opin¬ 
io 11 ) go on to those that deal with men’s motives, and conclude 
with his claims about men’s ability to control the processes of 
opinion-making and decision -making 


A. 

Numerical Divisions of Opinion 

Beard’s claims about the numerical divisions of opinion on 
the Consutntion fall into two categories: i) the number of men 
who expressed their opinions by voting for delegates to the 
ratifying conventions; 2) of those who voted, the number who 
favored, and the number who opposed, the Constitution. 


I. VOTERS AND NON-VOTERS 

Beard conceded that the available voting data were frag¬ 
mentary; nevertheless, he thought it possible and useful “to put 
together several related facts bearing on the matter.’ 5 Having 
examined those ‘‘facts,” he went on to observe: “It seems a safe 
guess to ray that not more than 5 per cent of the population in 
general, or in round numbers, 160,000 voters, expressed an opin¬ 
ion one way or another on the Constitution. In other words, it 
is highly probable that not more than one-fourth or one-fifth 
of the adult white males took part in the election of delegates 
to the state conventions. If anything, this estimate is high.” 
When he wrote his “Conclusions” he had settled on “one- 
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fourth” as the percentage of adult white male participants. 1 
Since the number of men who voted was 160,000, this gives us 
a figure of 640,000 for the adult free white males. (He referred 
briefly to indentured servants, but apparently did not include 
them in his estimates.) 

Writing more than four decades later. Professor Brown did 
not offer any estimates of his own about the number and per¬ 
centage of men who took part in the ratification of the Con¬ 
stitution. Throughout his book, however, he criticized Beard 
for his misleading use of evidence, unwarranted conclusions 
from evidence, and guesses unsupported by evidence: 

Given all this discussion [by Beard], we can only conclude that 
Beard’s estimates of the total vote on the Constitution are mere 
guesses (p. 250). Since we do not know how many people voted, 
we are not justified in saying that 100,000 voted for it and 60,000 
voted against it. 2 

Brown’s use of evidence will be examined later, but it is appro¬ 
priate to cite McDonald’s appraisal in 1958 of Beard’s “mere 
guesses” of 1913. 

Perhaps because he believed that Beard’s thesis could be 
reduced to the three “propositions” quoted in Chapter Two, Mc¬ 
Donald did not comment in detail upon his findings about vot¬ 
ing which must have required a great amount of work. But, 
evidently, he does not share Brown’s low opinion of Beard’s 
estimates, for he praised them highly: 

Using ingenious calculations as a means of projecting a paucity of 
known facts into a larger estimate. Beard conjectures that about 
160,000 persons voted in the election of delegates to the several 
state ratifying conventions, and that of these not more than 100,000 
favored ratification. 11 

Note 11 reads: 

After a survey based on tabulations from all discoverable voting 
records preserved in the archives of the thirteen states and of all 

1. Charles Beard, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of 
the United States (New York, 1935), 239-251, 325. 

2. Robert E. Brown, Charles Beard and the Constitution (Princeton, 
N. J., 1956), 164, 61-72, 149-170. 


AMERICAN HISTORICAL WRITING RECONSIDERED 


[^ 78 ] 

votes recorded in extant newspapers of the period, it is my con¬ 
clusion that Beard's estimate of the total vote was remarkably 
accurate. 3 

And later in the book, although he was not then referring to 
Beard’s estimate, McDonald discussed the “600,000 free adult 
white males who were entitled to express themselves on political 
questions. This figure takes no account of those few who were 
disfranchised by law.” 4 Beard’s figure—640,000—was slightly 
higher, but it included men disfranchised by law, who, by his 
estimate, made up roughly one-quarter of the total. (Claims 
about disfranchisement will be discussed below.) 

I am not suggesting that McDonald’s findings are conclusive, 
particularly since he did not report his data in detailed form. 
But he did not tend to accept Beard’s views uncritically. It seems 
reasonable to say, therefore, that as far as they have been tested, 
Beard’s claims about the turnout of voters appear valid. 

Involuntary Non-voters* In his second chapter. Beard 
identified “four groups whose economic status had a definite 
legal expression: the slaves, the indentured servants, the mass 
of men who could not qualify for voting under the property 
tests imposed by the state constitutions and laws, and women, 
disfranchised and subjected to the discriminations of the com¬ 
mon law.’" After noting that these groups were “not represented 
in the Convention which drafted the Constitution,” he wrote: 
“How extensive the disfranchisement really was cannot be de¬ 
termined.” 5 

Read in context, the last sentence refers to adult free white 
males, Tiet Brown interprets it as a “startling confession” by 

Beard that his thesis was untenable: 

Fust Beard diseased the disfranchised, and here appeared the ini tial 
statement of the second part of the Beard thesis—that the Consti- 
rapen was put over undemocratically in an undemocratic society. 
His classification of the disfranchised—slaves, indentured servants, 

3. Forrest McDonald. We The People: The Economic Origins of the 
Cornsmmon (Chicago, III, 1958), 14 and n. n. 

4. Ibid*, 359 n. 1. 

5. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 24. 
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women, and the “mass of men” who could not qualify for vo tin g- 
because of property qualifications-—is misleading. If slaves and women 
had to vote before there was democracy in this country, we did 
not have democracy until 1920. Actually the only group which 
concerned Beard in the remainder of the book was the free adult 
white men who were disfranchised by property qualifications [italics 
added]. Half of the Beard thesis, that the Constitution was put over 
undemocraticaliy in an undemocratic society, must therefore depend 
on proof that a “mass of men” were disfranchised by these property 
qualifications. 

By his own statement, this second half of the Beard thesis should 
have been discarded on page 24. After saying that “the mass of men” 
were disfranchised, a phrase having the connotation of large num¬ 
bers, and that these disfranchised were not represented in the Con¬ 
vention, Beard made this startling confession: “How extensive the 
disfranchisement really was cannot be determined.” But of course 
determining the extent of disfranchisement is absolutely funda¬ 
mental to half of the Beard thesis. We must determine the extent 
of disfranchisement before we can state that “the mass of men” were 
disfranchised and that the Constitution was put over in an un¬ 
democratic society. If Beard did not have the evidence, and if the 
problem cannot be solved, he did not have a valid interpretation. 6 

These two paragraphs could be criticized on a number of counts, 
but, for our purposes, to show that nothing in Beard’s book 
justifies Brown’s discovery of a “startling confession,” is sufficient. 

In his second chapter, “A Survey of Economic Interests in 
1787,” Beard wrote that certain people who lived in the United 
States were not then entitled to vote in public elections and, 
therefore, were not represented by the delegates appointed to 
the Constitutional Convention by state legislature. This short, 
factual statement was not related to his claims about the ability 
of Federalist leaders to secure political power. Brown’s com¬ 
ments, which implied that the statement was part of “Beard’s 
thesis,” are misleading and irrelevant. For, as Brown observed, 
“the only group which concerned Beard in the remainder of 
the book was the free adult white men who were disfranchised 
by property qualifications.” 

On the same page, 7 Beard noted that the proportion of dis- 


6. Brown, Charles Beard, 34-35. See also ibid*, 66-68. 

7. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 24. 
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franchised adult white males could not be precisely determined. 
Contrary to Brown, however, he neither said nor implied that 
rough estimates were impossible, and, in the appropriate chapter 
(IX), “The Popular Vote On The Constitution,” he presented 

them. 

After a sketchy survey (Chapter IV) of the effects of 
property qualifications for suffrage in the several states (we 
still do not have an adequate study of their effects), Beard sum¬ 
marized his views in Chapter IX: 

It is impossible to ay fust what proportion of the adult [free white] 
males twenty-one years of age was disfranchised by these qualifi¬ 
cations. When it is remembered that only about 3 per cent of the 
population dwelt in towns of over 8000 inhabitants in 1790, and 
that freeholds were widely distributed, especially in New England, 
it will become apparent that nothing like the same proportion was 
disfranchised as would be today under similar qualifications. Dr. 
0 - F.] Jameson estimates that probably one-fifth of the adult males 
were shut out in Massachusetts, and it would probably be safe to 
say that nowhere were more them one-third of the adult [free white] 
males disfranchised by the property qualifications [italics added]. 

Far more were disfranchised through apathy and lack of under¬ 
standing of the significance of politics. 8 

That Brown failed to take the italicized clause into account 
is the more noteworthy, since he commented upon the one 
immediately preceding it, and quoted the sentence immediately 
following it. 9 Had Brown accurately summarized what Beard 
said on this page (and elsewhere), he could not have sustained 
his argument that Beard claimed it was impossible to estimate 
the proportion of men disfranchised by property qualifications. 

Though stated imprecisely. Beard’s estimate set an upper 
limit, “nowhere . . . more than one-third . . a figure he 
thought reasonably accurate for New 7 York. 10 Since he observed 
that freeholders were particularly numerous in New England, 
Ms citation of Jameson’s estimate for Massachusetts suggests a 
lower limit of 20 per cent for the nine states in which freehold 

8. 1 MI^ 241-242,64-72. 

9 . Brown, Charles Beard, 69, 159. 

10. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 67-68, 242. 
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suffrage qualifications existed. 11 In the four other states (Georgia, 
New Hampshire, New Jersey, Pennsylvania), it is difficult to 
infer what proportion of adult free white males he thought dis¬ 
franchised by the requirements of property or payment of taxes. 
But it seems possible to strike a rough balance. A reasonably 
faithful translation of his imprecise statements about the extent 
of disfranchisement yields an estimate of 25 per cent for the 
country as a whole. Taking 25 per cent as his estimate of the 
proportion of involuntary non-voters, we can go on to a different 
kind of problem—the appraisal of the estimate’s validity. Here 
McDonald joins Brown and dissents from Beard. 

We have seen that McDonald noted that his own calcula¬ 
tions took u no account of those few [free adult males] who 
were disfranchised by law.” 12 We assume that “few” meant 
far fewer than 25 per cent; but he failed to present data to 
support his estimate. Brown, on the other hand, devoted a 
great deal of attention to the issue and cited data purporting 
to show that the estimated percentage of eligible voters among 
adult males in Massachusetts “should be revised upward into the 
high 90’s,” and that almost no adult white males were dis¬ 
franchised anywhere in the country. “If ninety per cent or 
more of the men were freeholders and voters, and if merchants 
and mechanics voted in eight or nine states, where did the ‘mass 
of men’ who were disfranchised come from?” 13 

To understand how Brown arrived at his estimate of dis¬ 
franchisement, it is necessary to examine his estimate of the 
distribution of property in the United States. As he alternatively 
phrased it, “American society was predominantly middle-class 

11. We do not yet have a credible, systematic account of the impact 
of suffrage restrictions over time. A brief survey of the 1780s is given in 
Dudley O. McGovney, The American Suffrage Medley (Chicago, EL, 
1949), 11-25, hut it clearly was not based upon detailed research. Richard 
P. McCormick is currently engaged in studying this problem and his work 
may answer the questions with which historians have long but sporadically 
grappled. 

12. McDonald, We The People , 359 n. 1. 

13. Brown, Charles Beard y 34-45, 61-72, z00-106, 157-170. The quotations 
are from pp. 161 and 39, respectively. 
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in 1787 * . . there were few extremes of wealth and poverty, 
and . . . most men owned property’ 1 ; “most men were middle- 
class farmers who owned realty. . . ” 14 “Middle-class” is an 
extraordinarily elastic term. It can mean, and has meant, remark¬ 
ably different things to different historians. Brown made a num¬ 
ber of statements, however, that permit us to translate his 
definition into quantitative terms applicable throughout the 
country. 

After asking what Beard’s state-by-state summary of prop¬ 
erty qualifications “for the suffrage and for holding [public] 
office” actually showed. Brown wrote: 

In Mew Hampshire, apparently most men could vote and a very 
swmB amount of property [italics added] qualified a man for office. 
The £ 200 freehold for senators and £ 100, half to be freehold, for 
representatives favored realty 7 not personalty y and, as I have shown 
elsewhere [Le., in his book on Massachusetts], a £200 freehold was 
ajuery small farm mdeed [italics added]. . . . Beard said that the 
New York Senate represented property, but it was realty , not 
personalty , for a senator had to be a freeholder and electors of sen¬ 
ators had to own freeholds worth £ 100 — a small holding [italics 
added]. 

The same situation existed in the Southern states. In Maryland: 

The £ 500 and £ 1000 current money requirements for representa¬ 
tives and senators should have restricted officeholding to average 

small farmers at least [italics added] . . . 

Farther South: 

South Carolina demanded a settled estate and freehold worth £ 2000 
CQr ^ !t ^y f° r senators and £ 1000 for representatives, which would 

probably have cm out the smallest farmers [italics added]. 15 

Thus^to Brown, a £200 freehold was relatively a “very small 
farm, average small farmers” were worth about £ 500, and 
only the “smallest farmeis” probably could not satisfy a £ 1000 
freehold re quirement. Fortunately, McDonald has provided a 

W* See also, 20-21, 156, 197-200. 

15. Ihid^ 62, 63, 65, respectively. 
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table of exchange rates which shows what the pound was worth 
in the various states in 1787. One pound was valued at $3.33 in 
New Hampshire, $2.50 in New York, $2.67 in Maryland, and 
$4.28 in South Carolina. 16 Even if we take the lowest figure, in 
1787, according to Brown, the average small farmer in the 
United States owned a farm worth about $1250. 

Though Brown acknowledged that he had not studied the 
distribution of property in any state other than Massachusetts, 
he assumed that “detailed research” would yield similar results 
in the other states. 17 That estimate, however, is so far off for 
New York that I doubt its accuracy for any state. 

Brown did not use the data and conclusions reported in the 
well-known monograph by E. Wilder Spaulding, New York 
in the Critical Period: 1183-1189. Nonetheless, to maintain that 
a £ 200 freehold was “a very small farm indeed,” and that 
a £ 100 freehold was u a small holding” in New York, Brown 
had to discredit Spaulding’s data which showed that under the 
state Constitution of 1777: 

Qualifications for the suffrage were intricate, varied, and restrictive. 
All £ 20 freeholders or renters of tenements worth 40 s hillin gs a 
year, if they paid their taxes, might vote; as well as ail the [138] 
freemen of the cities of Albany and New York. The 24 freeholders 
who composed the Senate were chosen for four years by £ 1 00 
freeholders only; and the governor, himself a freeholder, by the 
same limited electorate. Under these restrictions there were in 1790 
some 57,600 electors in the state, nearly 17 per cent of the whole 
population. Of these electors just one-third could qualify under the 
£ zoo freehold clause that enabled them to vote for governor or 
senators. Two-fifths of the total were £20, but not £ zoo, free¬ 
holders. One-quarter were not freeholders at all, but forty-shilling 
men [italics added.] 18 

The italicized figures, it will be noted, are for the restricted 
electorate, not for all adult white males. Spaulding estimated 

16. McDonald, We The People , 385. 

17. Brown, Charles Beard, 71-72. 

18. E. Wilder Spaulding, New York in the Critical Period: I7%-17% 
(New York: 1932), 90-91. 
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that from 25 per cent to 40 per cent of the latter were disfran¬ 
chised by property qualifications; 19 Beard, it will be recalled, 

pnt the figure at “one-third.” 

If Spaulding was correct in accepting as reasonably accurate 
the statistics of the 1790 New York State Census, then sub¬ 
stantially less than one-third of the adult white males in the 
state possessed even “a very small farm indeed,” as character¬ 
ized by Brown. This conclusion follows for two reasons: first, 
only one-third of the restricted electorate possessed freeholds 
worth at least £ ioo, and surely not all of them were worth 
£200; second, Spaulding’s impressionistic data suggest that 
about one-quarter of the tenant farmers did not ordinarily meet 
the minimum property qualifications for voting, and some adult 
white males in New \ork stood even farther down on the eco¬ 
nomic ladder. In other words, if a £ 200 freehold is set as the 
low T er economic limit of middle-class status, then the over¬ 
whelming majority of adult white males in New York did not 
qualify for membership in that class; if the low r er limit is set at 
£ 100, more than two-thirds of them still failed to qualify. (No 
doubt, some non-freeholders owned other property worth more 
than £ 100, but there is no reason to suppose that they were very 
numerous.) 

Nearly fifty years after Beard called attention to the prob¬ 
lem, we mil do not have a sound, detailed description of social 
stratification in the United States during the 1780’s. So far as 
they go, however, the New York data cited by Spaulding tend 
strongly to discredit Brown’s estimate that the average small 
farmer owned a freehold worth as much as £ 500. If the distri¬ 
bution of property in other states even loosely resembled that 
in New 7 \ork, Ms theas about “middle-class America” has no 
basis in fact. In any case, Spaulding’s study lends considerable 
support to Beard’s claim that the property requirements for 
voting mid officeholding had the effect of disfranchising a sig¬ 
nificant proportion of the adult w 7 Hte males. 

Though Brown was mistaken about the distribution of prop- 


19 . Ibid^y 200 - 201 . 
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erty in New York in 1787, it might still be said that my last 
conclusion is unjustified for at least two reasons: first, these 
property qualifications for voting might work to disfranchise 
men, but property qualifications for officeholding would not. 
Second, all such qualifications might be considered irrelevant 
to the political conflict over the Constitution in New York. 
Brown expressed the second point in these words: “In the end, 
all these figures, generalizations, and estimates for New York 
add up to nothing, anyway, for as Beard said (p. 67), the rati¬ 
fying convention in New York was elected under the universal 
manhood suffrage rule.” 20 Yet in this sentence, Brown reveals 
another crucial weakness in his critic ism of Beard; he substitutes 
legal formality for political reality. Here, as elsewhere, he at¬ 
tempted to grind Beard between the dull millstones of formal¬ 
ism and literalism. 

The penetrating comment upon this formal view of the po¬ 
litical process was made long ago and its point is still sharp, 
despite frequent use. “The law in its majestic equality,” Anatole 
France observed, “forbids the rich as well as the poor to sleep 
under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal bread.” 

It is true that the New York Legislature suspended long- 
established voting qualifications and allowed universal manhood 
suffrage during the election of delegates to the state ratifying 
convention. (No other state, it will be recalled, enacted such 
a provision.) It is true that officeholding qualifications did not 
formally affect men’s legal right to vote. But, as informed stu¬ 
dents of American politics have long known, many subtle extra- 
legal considerations affect participation in the political process. 
In saying that Beard’s observations about disfranchisement in 
New York “add up to nothing,” because the extraordi nar y step 
was taken of suspending the traditional rules. Brown was apply¬ 
ing an anti-historical conception of human behavior; It pre¬ 
vented him from understanding the behavior of men who 
ordinarily were either “shut out” of politics or had only limited 
voting privileges and were debarred from holding certain offices. 


20. Brown, Charles Beard , 64. 
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Jl Voluntary Non-voters, Some of Beard’s most acute ob¬ 
servations, though stated ambiguously, dealt with the behavior 
of men who could vote but failed to do so. Some men were 
disfranchised by law, he noted, but: 

Far more were disfranchised through apathy and lack of under¬ 
standing of the significance of politics. It is a noteworthy fact that 
only a small proportion of the population entitled to vote took the 
trouble to go to the polls until the hot political contests of the Jef¬ 
fersonian era. Where voting was viva voce at the town hall or the 
county seat, the journey to the polls and the delays at elections were 
very troublesome. 21 

Literally and formally, of course, no one entitled to vote is 
disfranchised. But Spaulding’s conclusions about the campaign 
in New York give evidence that Beard was perceptive in fact, 
if imprecise in form. 

The campaign for the election of delegates to the state convention 
exhibited at the same time a surprising amount of indifference upon 
the part of the voters and an amazing amount of controversy in the 
pres and among those who relished politics. Despite the extension 
of the franchise, most of those who had never been accustomed to 
go to the polls remained away as usual in 1788. But those who were 
experienced in the use of the ballot evinced an amount of interest 
that often bordered upon the fanatical. Those versed in public 
affairs appreciated the momentous character of the issue. 22 

Spaulding’s observations need not be the last word on the 
subject, let. Brown, to sustain Ms argument that New York’s 
Jong-established property qualifications for voting and office¬ 
holding meant “nothing” in the battle over the Constitution, 
was required to discredit them. Surely, the habitual behavior 
patterns of men tvould continue to affect their actions, even 
after the lifting of traditional legal restraints, especially when 
they were lifted suddenly and quietly. As Spaulding has ob¬ 
served, Contemporaries were strangely silent concerning the 
reasons for extending die suffrage. . . Under those condl- 

21. Beard, Econowmc Interpretation, 242, and 252. 

22. Spaulding, Ne*w York is Critical Period, 205. 

23. Ibid^ 199-200. 
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tions, many men may not have been aware that the privileges 
of suffrage had been temporarily bestowed upon them. It is 
probable, also, that men who were accustomed only to limited 
voting privileges, who were debarred from major offices, and 
who were reminded of their inferior legal status every time 
they took part in an election, would tend to be less active in 
politics than men who suffered no such discrimination. But 
Brown’s literal, formalistic view of the political process pre¬ 
vented him from appreciating Beard’s insights: 

Actually, Beard confused the issue [of participation] by his state¬ 
ment that “far more were disfranchised through apathy and lack of 
understanding of the significance of politics” (p. 242). In the first 
place, a man is not “disfranchised” if he has the right to vote but 
does not use it. The term disfranchised means that he has been 
deprived of the right, not that he simply failed to exercise his 
right. In the second place, the problems of whether a man can vote, 
but does not, are quite different from those of whether he cannot 
vote, but wants to. . . . When we stop talking about the “mass of 
men” who could not vote on the Constitution and start talking 
about the “mass of men” who could vote but did not bother to do 
so, then, and only then, will we understand the Constitution and 
its adoption. 

Beard unwittingly gave the answer to this political apathy. On 
page 242 he implied that the journey to the polls and delays at 
elections were troublesome, thus accounting for the smallness of 
the vote. This had little to do with the problem [italics added]. 
The governing factor was whether or not there was an issue, or 
whether the people thought there was an issue, and how important 
it was. Beard gave figures to show that few people in Massachusetts 
voted in 1786, before Shays’ Rebellion, but that in 1787, after Shays’ 
Rebellion, the number trebled. This is correct, and anyone can chart 
the importance of the issues of the day by checking on the vote. 
In other words, the people exercised their right to vote when they 
thought something was at stake, and failed to vote when they were 
not particularly interested. 24 

It is surprising that a close student of American political 
history believes that the conditions under which elections were 
held “had little to do with the problem” of participation in the 
campaigns for delegates to the state ratifying conventions. Is 


24. Brown, Charles Beard, 159-160. 
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It really necessary to debate the issue that the location of polling 
places, the time of elections, the ability of men to get to the 
right place at the right time, and similar considerations have 
influenced political conflicts from the eighteenth century to 
the present day? Richard P. McCormick’s excellent study of 
voting in New Jersey during the eighteenth century helps us 
to appraise the contradictory- positions taken by Beard and 
Brown: 


There were other factors not associated with suffrage qualifications 
at .,... uen “ v otmg. Perhaps of major importance was the ac- 
cessibihty of the polling place. Although the regulatory act of 1725 
permitted the poll to be moved around the county with the con¬ 
sent of the candidates, it was the usual practice to hold the elec¬ 
tion in one place. Consequently, electors might have to travel as 
much as sixty miles to give their vote. Even though the polls were 
kept open for several days, one would have had to be especially 
zealous or interested to undertake the trouble and expense of voting 
under such conditions. 25 B 


McCormick cuts the ground from under Brown’s formalist 
pranon. For Brown tarried formalism to its illogical extreme 
when he argued, in effect, that the electoral law was the same 
for well-to-do members of “personalty groups” who lived at 
the county seat and for debtor-farmers who had to spend days 
getting to and from the polling place. What does the greater 
than normal turnout of eligible Massachusetts voters, under the 
extraordinary pressures generated by an armed rebellion, ac¬ 
tually demonstrate? To answer that question, we must avoid 
such vague terms as “the people,” and find out who normally 
voted and who normally did not. If a different class or group 
pattern of political behavior existed during the 1780’s, and cer¬ 
tain classes or groups turned out only under extraordinary pres¬ 
sures, then Beard can hardly be faulted for emphasizing the 
impact of extra-legal considerations upon men’s ability to take 
part in the political process. 

Aside fro m extra-legal considerations affecting men’s ability 
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to vote, we must consider, as students of American politics 
have long done, the “disfranchisement” that occurs because of 
“apathy and lack of understanding of the significance of poli¬ 
tics”—to use Beard’s early formulation. Like Beard, these scholars 
recognize that to discover who does, and who does not, vote is 
indispensable to an analysis of political contests. And their find¬ 
ings agree with his claim that differences in turnout closely 
corresponded to differences in socioeconomic status, i.e., a much 
larger proportion of the members of groups that were well-to- 
do and well-informed took part in the Constitutional conflict 
than did members of groups that were poor and poorly- 
informed. Thus, an outstanding recent book summarizes the 
results of many studies of twentieth-century voting behavior: 

Perhaps the most significant differentials in voting participation are 
those associated with economic status, educational level, and occu¬ 
pation. The body of participating electors consists disproportionately 
of persons in the upper half of the economic spectrum, of persons 
who have completed high school, and of persons in the so-called 
higher occupations. Contrariwise, the poor, those of little education, 
the unskilled and manual worker participate in elections in lesser 
degree. The extent of the differentials between these groups is great. 26 

Appropriately paraphrased, this statement might have been writ¬ 
ten by Beard to describe participation in the Constitutional 
contest. Of course, even if we grant their accuracy and com¬ 
prehensiveness, findings for twentieth-century elections are not 
necessarily applicable to the eighteenth century. But they testify 
to Beard’s perceptiveness in raising the question whether class 
differences existed in political participation during the 17 go’s. 27 
That question has not yet been answered by systematic re¬ 
search, but McDonald’s impressionistic observations suggest 
that research of this type would support Beard’s claims: 

A large portion of the New Hampshire population was character¬ 
ized by an uninformed lethargy combined with an intense and 
narrow localism. The hard work that attends rural life in a cold. 


26. V. O. Key, Jr., Politics, Parties, and Pressure Groups (New York, 

1953, third ed.), 573 and 564-581. 

27. Beard, Economic Interpretation , 251-252. 


AMERICAN HISTORICAL WRITING RECONSIDERED 


[190] 

mountainous country, the closed-in environment, and the absence 
of social or economic stimuli made the majority of the citizenry 
almost unbelievably apathetic toward all political matters except 
those immediately concerning the towns in which they lived or 
their neighboring communities. 28 

Similarly, in commenting upon the political behavior of “sub¬ 
sistence farmers” who lived along “the stony ridges of New 
England,” McDonald observed: 

These farmers joined with other groups in insurrectionary move¬ 
ments in Xew Hampshire, Massachusetts, and Connecticut in 1786, 
afl as a protest against the excessive tax burden on real property 
and polls [i.e., poll taxes]. In general, however, they often did not 
bother to participate in political affairs at all, not even to the extent 
of holding annual town meetings to vote for state officers. 29 

Historians concerned solely or mainly with legal formalities 
may criticize Beard for asserting that “Far more [men] were 
disfranchised through apathy and lack of understanding of the 
significance of politics”; historians concerned with political 
realities can be grateful to him for insights that students of 
American political behavior have been documenting since 1913. 


2. DIVISIONS AMONG VOTERS 

Beard estimated that the men who voted for delegates to the 
ratifying conventions divided about 100,000 in favor of the 
Constitution to 60,000 against. But he believed that these crude 

figures actually exaggerated the extent of popular support. 
“Indeed, it may very well be that a majority of those who voted 
were against the adoption of the Constitution as it then stood. 


2S- McDonald, We Tbe People, 239. That quotation also serves to il¬ 
lustrate ^McDonald’s failure to recognize the crucial differences between 
economic interpretation and economic determinism. Though he clearly 
was following Beard’s lead and offering a socioeconomic interpretation of 
apathy in New Hampshire, die sentence preceding the passage 
quoad in the text reads: “Economic factors seem to have had very Htde 
weight vith_mcKt voters in New Hampshire, except perhaps [italics 
addedj as ultimate causes of symptomatic conditions, as the fundamental 
cnaractmstics and the immediate postwar history of the state attest ” 

29. 360-361, n. 5. 
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Such a conjecture can be based on the frank statement of no 
less an authority than the great Chief Justice Marshall who took 
a prominent part in the movement which led to the formation 
and ratification of the new instrument of government.” 30 

Because Beard’s most detailed statistics were for New York, 
it can again serve as a test case for his claims. Using fragmentary 
data, he estimated that the New York Antifederalists won a 
large majority of the delegates to the state ratifying conven¬ 
tion—forty-one to twenty-three for their opponents—and a 
smaller majority of the popular vote in the seven counties for 
which he had statistics. Moreover, based upon the “ratio of dele¬ 
gates to population,” he estimated that the Federalist counties 
were considerably over-represented in the convention 31 

In his 1932 monograph, Spaulding slightly revised Beard’s 
estimates but did not significantly alter them. He increased the 
Antifederalist majority to forty-six of the sixty-five delegates, 
gave the popular vote for an additional county, and noted that 
the Antifederalists won by majorities of two to one in two other 
counties. One of Spaulding’s findings, however, did contradict 
Beard’s argument about the impact of disfranchisement. Suspen¬ 
sion of property restrictions for voting on delegates to the 
ratifying convention resulted in a total somewhat larger than 
that cast for assemblymen (the elections were held simultane¬ 
ously), but the proportion of the vote for the parties remained 
almost unchanged. That is, in a particular county the Federalist 
candidates for convention delegate received about the same 
percentage as did the Federalist candidates for assemblyman.® 
But, Spaulding supported Beard’s critically important conclu¬ 
sion “that the distribution of representation in the convention 
was grossly unequal and decidedly unfavorable to the Anti¬ 
federalists”: 33 

30. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 251. 

31. Ibid^ 244-246. His table gave the Antifederalists 340 votes in Orange 
County; none were listed for the Federalists. Since it seems unlikely that 
the latter did not get a single vote in Orange, I have not included it 
among the counties for which Beard had statistics of the popular vote. 

32. Spaulding, New York in Critical Period, 200-204. 

33. Beard, Economic Interpretation , 244. 
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Delegates to the convention were to be apportioned among the 
counties exactly’ as their representatives to the Assembly were ap¬ 
portioned. This is important, for it worked some injustice to the 
Antifederalists ... if the counties had had the number of their 
delegates strictly apportioned according to the population, the Anti- 
federalists would have come off even better [in delegates], and the 
state might well have rejected the Constitution. Professor Beard 
has shown that 7 of the 9 Antifederai counties were underrepre¬ 
sented in the Assembly and convention as compared with all four 
Federal counties, and that the other 2, Suffolk and Washington, 
were underrepresented as compared with Kings and Richmond. If 
the ratio between the number of delegates and the population had 
been corrected, the Federalists would have obtained 6 less, or 13 
delegates, in a total of 65. The state was clearly overwhelmingly 
opposed to the Constitution, with less than a quarter of its popula¬ 
tion within the Hamiltonian camp. 34 

Overlooking Spaulding’s monograph once again. Brown cas¬ 
tigated Beard: 

The [Beard’s] tables (pp. 244-45) on the Federalist and Antifed¬ 
eralist vote mem very little as they now stand [italics added]. The 
only tiling they show is that except for Suffolk and Washington 
counties, the Federalist counties had fewer people per delegate than 
did the Antifederalist counties. Other than that, the tables merely 
raise questions. Given the fact that many people in other states 
were undecided and many delegates to the ratifying conventions 
■went uninstracted, we would want to know whether New York’s 
delegates were instructed, and if so, how, or whether they were 
merely to use their own judgment. Beard’s figures on the vote are 
obviously incomplete and practically worthless, yet without the 
popular vote, we cannot say that the people of New York were 
overwhelmingly against ratification. It [if] we accept the figures in 
the tables at face value, the Constitution was defeated 41 to 23 in 
spite of inequitable representation. What we need to know is why 
it was ratified 30 to 27 [after weeks of debate at the Convention], 
and this Beard did not explain. 35 

It is true that, as Beard was the first to point out, “what we 
need to know is why it was ratified 30 to 27/’ and that he did 
not know the answer. It is also true that, down to the present, 

34 - Spaulding, New York m Cndcd Period, 201. 

35. Brown, Charles Beard, 162-163. 
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no other historian has known the answer. But does Beard’s 
inability to answer the question he raised justify the assertion 
that his tables on the vote “mean very little as they now stand?” 
Other considerations aside, those tables did not “stand” alone 
when Brown’s book was published in 1956. By then, Spaulding’s 
monograph, which amplified them while supporting their essen¬ 
tial accuracy, had been available for twenty-four years. Brown’s 
implied argument from silence carries no weight, particularly 
since two recent studies strongly support the view that he had 
no tenable basis for challenging Beard’s estimate as amended 
by Spaulding. 

No one familiar with Broadus Mitchell’s biography of Alex¬ 
ander Hamilton is likely to characterize its author as a partisan 
of Beard. And no one is likely to characterize Hamilton as un¬ 
informed about the contest in New York or eager to exagger¬ 
ate the Antifederalist strength. Both points underscore the 
significance of Mitchell’s report that “When he knew the results 
of the elections Hamilton was surprised at the size of the Anti- 
Federal victory—a majority of two-thirds in the convention and, 
as best as he could judge, of four-sevenths in the state at large.” 3 ® 
As we might expect, Hamilton apparently underestimated the 
Antifederalist majorities. According to McDonald: 

The elections resulted in a smashing defeat for the Federalists. Anti- 
ratificationist candidates received more than 14,000 of the known 
votes as against only 6,500 for the Federalists. Federalists carried 
only the City and County of New York and three other counties 
with a total of nineteen delegates; their opponents carried nine 
counties with a total of forty-six delegates. The popular mandate 
was clear. 

Indeed, while speculating about the results in counties where 
he had been unable to obtain the statistics on popular voting, 
McDonald suggested that “these facts would seem to indicate 
that the total vote gave the anti-Federaksts an even greater 
majority of the popular vote, probably about 16,000 as against 
7,000 for the Federalists.” 37 

36. Broadus Mitchell, Alexander Hamilton (New York, 1957), 1: 428. 

37. McDonald, We The People, 286 and n. 121. 
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McDonald, it will be recalled, characterized Beard’s numeri¬ 
cal totals for the country as “remarkably accurate.” But his 
figures for New York show an even larger Anti federalist ma¬ 
jority than did Beard’s and therefore lend support to the latter’s 
conjecture that a majority of those who voted [actually] were 
against the adoption of the Constitution as it then stood.” 
Whether or not systematic, detailed research will verify his 
conjecture, the New York data support Beard’s minimum claim 
that, of the estimated 160,000 participants, “not more than 
100,000 men favored the adoption of the Constitution at the 
time it was put into effect. . . 


B. 

Group Divisions among Voters 


As we have noted, in attempting to appraise Beard’s claims, 
it is difficult to determine who he included in his vaguely de¬ 
fined groups, the approximate percentages of specified groups 
that he assigned to each side, and whether the same divisions 
tvere supposed to hold in states, such as Delaware, Georgia, and 
New Jersey, which ratified the Constitution so quickly that 
any political contest was precluded (Connecticut might also 
fall into this class). Since his categories overlapped, men might 
simultaneously belong to groups that, according to him, tended 
to hold opposite opinions, e.g„. Northern farmers who owned 
public securities. An arbitrary solution w r ould be to classify men 
according to their major interest; that is, granted the validity 
of Beard s assumptions, did they stand to gain most from sup¬ 
porting the Constitution or from opposing it? Similarly, it 
might be possible to exclude from consideration those states in 
which, as he put it, “The absence of any contest of course con¬ 
tributes to obscuring the economic forces which may have 
been at work.” 38 


38. Beard, Rcmmmc Interpretation, 265-273, 290. 



A Critique of Beard and His Critics [ 195 ] 

But even if we adopted snch arbitrary measures, Beard’s 
claims about the popular vote would still have to be tested by 
multivariate analysis, not by his procedure which restricts at¬ 
tention to the relationships between economic class and voting 
behavior. For the present, because multivariate analysis requires 
collection and ordering of non-economic data on a town, parish, 
or county basis, and because the requisite data are not available, 
our appraisal of his claims must be highly tentative. 

Once again New York can serve as a test case. Aside from 
its being a state for which county election returns are now 
available, several other characteristics make it worth examina¬ 
tion: County voting patterns were distinct enough for us to 
draw inferences about the relationships between opinion and 
membership in specified economic groups; the long, intense 
campaign permitted the Federalists and Anlifederalists to mo¬ 
bilize supporters; the heterogeneous character of the state per¬ 
mits us to examine the divisions of opinion among a wide variety 
of non-economic groups. New York, therefore, seems a good 
place to study “the economic forces which may have been at 
work” (although this does not imply, of course, that fin dings 
for New York are necessarily valid for other places.) 


I. NEW YORK VOTING PATTERNS 

Because McDonald did not present his voting statistics for 
New York, it is necessary to use Spaulding’s earlier table. 3 ® 
Unless the table is grossly inaccurate, the county percentages 
reveal a sharp rural-urban cleavage. New York City (identical 
with the county) formed the core of the Federalist party. The 
Federalists won majorities in only three other counties clus¬ 
tered around Manhattan Island and their strength tended to 
diminish with distance from the urban center. (Available vot¬ 
ing returns also show overwhelming Federalist majorities in 
urban areas all along the seaboard.) 4 ® Spaulding reports that, in 

39. Spaulding, New York m Critical Period, 202-203. 

40. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 245-246; McDonald, We The 
People, 129-130 n. 24, 164-165, 203. 
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addition to New York City, “the larger towns, especially Hud¬ 
son, Albany, Lansingburgh . . . were generally Federalist, 
[and] the straggle might be called one of city against conn- 
try . . .” 41 Because we have the returns only on a county basis, 
we cannot tell whether, in each county, the larger towns voted 
Federalist and the rural communities voted Antifederalist. There¬ 
fore, the best way to learn whether a rural-urban cleavage 
existed, is to examine the strongest and weakest Federalist 
counties. 

Just as New York City formed the core of the Federalist 
strength and gave it 95.3 per cent of its vote, Ulster formed the 
core of the opposition, and gave 95.2 per cent of its votes to the 
Antifederalists. Birthplace and longtime political stronghold of 
George Clinton, the state’s Antifederalist governor, Ulster was 
overwhelmingly an agricultural county. And, if Spaulding is 
correct, its population was composed mostly of independent 
freeholders; “the Ulster farmers, unlike the patroons of West¬ 
chester, Dutchess and Albany counties, usually worked their 
own fields and milled their own flour.” 42 

Fortunately, a wide variety of ethnic and religious groups 
populated both New York and Ulster counties. Since both 
counties supported their favorite parties almost unanimously, 
it seems reasonable to infer that factors associated with ethnic 
or religious attributes had relatively little impact in either county 
—unles voting was confined to members of one group, a pos- 

New York m Critical Feriod, 220. Quoting Spaulding more 
emphasizes the need to use multivariate analysis of political behavior: 
one formula will explain the party divisions of the spring of 1788. 
Geographically , the contest was to be of North against South, New York 

t> and its neighbors against Ulster and its neighbors. And smrft the 
larger towns, especially Hudson, Albany, Lansingburgh and New York 
Gty were generally Federalist, the struggle might be called one of city 
against country; or, tince all these towns were on navigable rivers, sea- 
board against countryside, merchant against farmer. It has also been 
labeled a contest of Tory against Whig, of ‘ins’ against ‘outs, 5 of debtor 
agamst creditor, of plutocrat against democrat, of intelligence against 
stolidity* or of Episcopalian against nonTpiscopalian.” 

5 l ~ 5 2 > F. Wilder Spaulding, His Excellency George Clinton 
(New \oik 9 1938), 10. 
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sibility for which there is no evidence. We can infer, therefore, 
that men who belonged to the same ethnic or religious group 
voted for opposite parties, their choice depending upon whether 
they lived in Ulster or New York. 

Since voting in both counties apparently was not signifi¬ 
cantly related to ethnic and religious attributes, and since Ulster 
was agrarian and New York was urban, their diametrically op¬ 
posed patterns—95.2 per cent Antifederalist, 95.3 per cent Fed¬ 
eralist—suggests a sharp political cleavage between agrarians 
and non-agrarians. More precisely, it suggests that, as far as we 
have tested the relationship, a sharp political cleavage existed 
between men who lived in urban and agrarian communities. 
Our inference about the strong relationships between agrarian¬ 
ism and Antifederalism and urbanism and Federalism is supported 
by the available voting statistics; they indicate that the more 
remote from New York City, the more strongly the agrarian 
communities supported the Antifederalists. 

I am not implying that exactly the same relationships be¬ 
tween voting and type of community existed all throughout the 
state. Undoubtedly, factors other than residence in a particular 
type of community influenced men’s opinions on the Constitu¬ 
tion and party choices. But the available data suggest that die 
voting patterns of Ulster and New York counties typified the 
patterns that predominated in the state; namely, a sharp political 
cleavage between the inhabitants of agrarian and urban com¬ 
munities. 

“Agrarians” and “non-agrarians” are neither elegant nor 
precise terms, but they do significantly differentiate men who 
lived in communities “dependent upon definite modes and proc¬ 
esses of gaining a livelihood.” Thus, although the inferred vot¬ 
ing patterns in New York do not permit us to appraise Beard’s 
claims about certain specialized groups, e.g., western land specu¬ 
lators and Hudson Valley landed proprietors, they do tend to 
support his general description of the conflict in the state. For 
example, from the nearly unanimous party votes in New York 
and Ulster counties, it seems reasonable to infer that men en¬ 
gaged in foreign and domestic commerce, in manufactures 
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(broadly defined to include mechanics and artisans), and in 
professions and service industries associated with urban areas 
(broadly defined to include large towns), overwhelmingly voted 
Federalist, and that interior “small farmers” overwhelmingly 
voted Antifederalist. But the same data that support one of 
Beard's claims cast doubt upon another claim to which he 
attached great Importance: 

Inasmuch as so many leaders in the movement for ratification were 
iaige security holders, and inasmuch as securities constituted such 
a large proportion of personalty, this economic interest must have 
formed a very considerable dynamic element, if not the preponder¬ 
ant element, in bringing about the adoption of the new system. 

In that statement, Beard was referring to “large security hold¬ 
ers,” but he went on to say that possession of any amount of 
securities turned men to Federalism. “The point, it may be 
repeated, is not the amount but the practical information de¬ 
rived from holding even one certificate of the nominal value 
of fio” 43 

Beard may have attached such great importance to security¬ 
holding because it represented his only si gnifi cant research con¬ 
tribution to Constitutional historiography. His preface called 
attention to “The records of the Treasury Department at Wash¬ 
ington, now used for the first time in connection with a study 
of the formation of the Constitution. . . Not the first or 
last historian to exaggerate the importance of hitherto unused 
sources. Beard may have wanted to demonstrate that he was 
not entirely dependent upon secondary works. Whether or not 
this is so. Beard seems to have considerably exaggerated the 
importance of security-holding in the movement for the Con¬ 
stitution. Thus, in 1950, while praising him for destroying 
forever the myth of a Constitution written by moral supermen 
in an economic vacuum,” Irving Brant observed that he had 
put far too much emphasis on ownership of public securi- 


43 * Beard, Ecomowmc IfiterpretsEoMy 290 and 272 n. 1. 

44. Ibid^ ttt- 




A Critique of Beard and His Critics 


[ 199 ] 


ties. . . ” 45 The voting data for New York support Brant’s 

judgment. 

In 1786, the Clintonians enacted a program beneficial to 
the state’s five thousand security holders. Moreover, all of 
Ulster County’s delegates to the 1788 ratifying Convention 
were Antifederalists, and all four, whose economic interests are 
known (they include George and James Clinton), owned pub¬ 
lic securities. 4 ® Taken together, these facts suggest that owner¬ 
ship of public securities was not rare in Ulster. And yet, of 
the county’s 1,440 votes, only 68 were cast for the Federalists. 47 
In the absence of precise data, let us assume that the county 
had something like its proportionate share of the relatively 
large number of men who owned public securities in New York. 
It follows, then, that possession of public securities did not 
convert men to Federalism. Contrary to Beard’s claim, the 1786 
Clintonian financial program, the 1788 voting data, and the fact 
that Ulster delegates owned securities all support McDonald s 
conjecture that “Probably a majority of the five thousand small 
security holders who had benefitted from the funding-assump¬ 
tion plan of 1786 followed Clinton in opposing the Constitu- 


45. Irving Brant, James Madison: Father of she Constitution (Bobbs- 

Menrill Company, Inc, 1950), 60. Tlterer 

46. McDonald, We The People, 293-294, 3 ° 5 , 3 « 5 . 3 ° 7 , 3 °*- 

County delegates whose economic interests have been 7 

McDonald were George Clinton, James Clinton, Corndxi^^n^ 
and Dirck Wyncoop. He was unable to compile an economi o P 
for Ebenezer Clark and John Gamine, but noted that die 
very «*t»T 1 amount of continental securities. It should be obs “ 7 e A 
MdDonald followed Beard in assuming tte ^ 17 t 7 . 

funding books of the new government held public secun T 1 

w -R«,rd and McDonald that most men who appeared on me iuna 
ing bt^ks had not engaged in post-1787 specdariom&scu^ng d* mem¬ 
bers of die Consrimtional Convention, Beard dismissed th 
Sy of diem would sink to the level of mere speculators. C9W 

Beard, Economic interpretation, 75 n. 3, and Brown, > 

47 . Spaulding, Nets York m Critical Period, 203. 
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tion.” 48 In other words, no significant relationships existed 
between owning public securities and opinions on the Con¬ 
stitution. 


2. SOME IMPLICATIONS OF VOTING PATTERNS IN NEW YORK 


From this short review of the available data on voting in 
New York, it seems clear that Beard’s claim about the divisions 
of opinion among groups must be appraised separately, state by 
state. Although most of his claims for New York seem valid, 
the one to 'which he attached the greatest importance does not. 
It is also clear that to identify who voted for whom requires 
much more systematic and detailed information than has yet 
been collected; at present, even the elementary data (voting 
statistics) are not generally available for counties. 

My own studies of nineteenth-century political behavior have 
persuaded me that before we can make sound estimates of the 
group divisions of opinion on the Constitution, we must collect 
on a town (or similar unit) basis, such data as voting statistics 
over time, and the economic, ethnic, and religious composition 
of the electorate. Once these data are collected and ordered, we 
should be able to learn who voted for whom. For example, as 
the New lork and Ulster examples were designed to suggest, 
we can learn whether voting was more closely related to resi¬ 
dence in certain types of communities than to membership in 
certain ethnic and religious groups. Of course, since we must 
reH upon data for political units (e.g., towns), we will not be 
able to identify precisely who voted for whom. But we do not 
have to. In order to appraise Beard’s claims, we need only sub¬ 
stantiate such statements as these: farming towns in New York 
tended to vote strongly Antifederalist, urban wards tended to 
TOte strongly^ Federalist; farming towns, roughly similar in 
ethnic and religious composition, tended to vote more strongly 
Antifederalist as they were more remote from New York City. 4 ® 


in 


48. McDonald, We The People, 300. 

P I 5 seil 5 reports upon one aspect of a research project 

po ti historiography which I have been conducting’ for several 
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Some of Beard’s claims, however, concerned groups whose 
voting patterns cannot be inferred from the data for political 
units. For example, to learn whether “large holders of personal 
property,” “Western land speculators,” and “landed proprietors” 
voted strongly Federalist, we must collect information about 
individuals; it is highly unlikely that members of such special¬ 
ized groups made up a significant proportion of the electorate 
in any town or ward. 

Ideally, before appraising Beard’s claims, we would know how 
every member of a group voted. But that is not only impossible, 
it is unnecessary. If we draw up an adequate, representative 
sample of the group and collect the data with a reasonable de¬ 
gree of completeness, we can infer the voting behavior of its 
members. For reasons already discussed, the individuals studied 
cannot consist exclusively, or predominantly, of men elected 
as delegates to the Constitutional Convention, or to the state 
ratifying conventions. In this respect, the method of collective 
biography suggested here differs significantly from the one 
Beard used. While it seeks to learn how the members of a 
group voted by studying how a relatively snail number of 
men voted, it does not assume that members of public assemblies 
represent the electorate in microcosm. 

American historians, of course, have long used sampling tech¬ 
niques, e.g., certain newspapers are used to represent the views 
of certain groups. But our argument is that, because we are 
dealing here with individuals, for the collective biography 
method to be successful, we must take particular care to see that 


we are studying representative men. 

For example, if we compile a collective biography of "iarge 

holders of personal property,” we must include, among others. 


years. See Lee Benson, “Research Problems in American Pineal His¬ 
toriography” in Mirra Komarovsky, ed n Common Frontiers of ike So cud 
Sciences (Glencoe, I 1 L, 1957). 113-181. See also Pan! Imfdd md 
Morris Rosenberg, eds., The Language of So ad Research {Glenco^ m^ 
1055), 290-296; Paul F. Lazarsfeid and Herbert Menzel, On The_ Relation 
Between Individual and Collective Properties/* in Amitai E-mom, ed. 
Reader in Organizational Analysis (in press); Rudolph Heberle, Soetat 


Movements (New York, 1951), 211-2 17. 
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men who belonged to different ethnic and religious groups, who 
belonged to different political factions before 1787, who lived 
in different types of communities, and, ideally, each in ratio to 
their number in the population. In short, we must be sure 
that the men we study do not include a disproportionate num¬ 
ber of any one group that is likely to hold similar views on a 
political issue. Otherwise, we may infer relationships that turn 
out to be spurious when we consider the influence of men’s 
membership in a variety of groups. 


c. 

Content of Opinion 

Since we do not yet have the necessary data, e.g., voting 
statistics, we do not know what happened during the political 
conflict over the Constitution, much less which groups held 
what opinion. It follows, therefore, that we are poorly pre¬ 
pared to appraise Beard’s claims about the content of opinion. 
How can we hope to learn why men acted, for example, if we 
do not know who (what groups) held what opinions? But, though 
we know little about gr^msp opinions, we know a good deal about 
the opinions of such individuals as Madison and Hamilton. 
Analysis of their motives, and of the arguments they employed 
in The Federalist to win support for the Constitution, suggests 
that Beard’s economic detenninist claims about men’s motives 
form the weakest part of his hypothesis. 


1 . beard’s interpretation of why men acted 

As restated here. Beard’s hypothesis claims that, whether the 
Federalist leaders acted for themselves or as representatives for 
others, they were impelled by the belief that their own economic 
groups would directly and immediately benefit from the adop¬ 
tion of the Constitution. He ascribed similar motives to the 
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Antifederalists, but it is necessary to examine only one set of 
claims. 

Beard’s interpretation of why men acted was based upon 
three logically-related ideas: i) As a result of the modes and 
processes by which livelihoods were gamed during the 1780’s, 
men belonged to different economic groups. 2) If they belonged 
to certain groups, they saw that their economic interests would 
either be aided or harmed by the Constitution; if they belonged 
to other groups, they failed to see that it would affect their 
interests. 3) Calculations of direct, immediate self-interest deter¬ 
mined whether men supported, opposed, or were indifferent to 
the Constitution. Particularly as Beard related them to each 
other, those ideas derive, not from economic interpretation, but 
from economic determinism. 


2. WHY Dm MADISON AND HAMILTON ACT? 

Referring to Madison as one of “the profoundest thinkers 
of the period,” Beard depicted him as representing the “slave¬ 
holding planter as such.” In other words, Madison represented 
the slaveholder who did not combine “personalty operations 
with his planting, and who wanted a strong national govern¬ 
ment capable of guaranteeing the maintenance of “order against 
slave revolts.” To support his interpretation, he cited Madisons 
Federalist No. 43 and claimed that it reflected the slave¬ 
holders’ instinctive fear of a servile revolt.” 50 

As we have seen, Irving Brant applauded Beard’s recogni¬ 
tion that the Constitution was not framed “in an economic 
vacuum.” Brant neither challenged Beard’s description of Madi¬ 
son as a representative of Southern planters, nor denied that 
group and sectional interests influenced Madison s attitudes and 
opinions concerning the most desirable form of government. But 
he parted with Beard when he argued, in effect, that Madison 
was also influenced strongly by his conviction that adoption 


50. Beard, Economic Interpretation, 29-30, 125-126, 174-175. 
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of the Constitution would lead to “the advancement of general 
welfare” and help to preserve “justice” in a liberal republic. 

Aware of the “compulsions and clashes of economic inter¬ 
est,” Brant, after examining the Constitution critically, found 
that his conclusions “do not diminish the economic motivation 
of the framers, but they build up the accompanying devotion 
to liberty. . . . No greater error can be made than to say that 
the Constitution was written either in a spirit of blind self- 
interest or of hostility to democracy.” He argued that patriotic 
convictions greatly influenced Madison’s opinions on the Con¬ 
stitutional issue. But, like Beard, he recognized that such a state¬ 
ment is meaningless unless it also accounts for Madison’s particu¬ 
lar conception of patriotism. Thus, he felt bound to explain why 
Madison “saw only one issue—‘the simple one of whether the 
Union s ha ll or shall not be continued,’ ” why “Madison’s out¬ 
look was fundamentally national and totally unselfish” in “sharp 
contrast” to the parochialism and egoism of another Virginian, 
Patrick Henry. 51 

Emit evidently contends that Madison’s membership in a 
certain economic group and his views about its interests sig¬ 
nificantly influenced his opinions. But, Brant also pointed to 
other significant influences: the convictions Madison had derived 
from studies in political science and history, his continuous 
public service during and after the Revolution, his familiarity 
with contemporary developments in Europe, and his personal 
experiences that contributed to a cosmopolitan outlook. Sup¬ 
port for Brant’s argument is found in Beard’s matured views, 
which altered fundamentally the explanation he had advanced 
in 1913. 

In 1948, in the preface to his edition of The Enduring 
Federalist, Beard emphasized that other factors besides group 
or sectional interests influenced Madison’s conception of the 
Good State. 

• * * Madison [like Hamilton and John Jay] was also active in the 
public service from 1780 to 1787* During this period he was a mem- 


51. Brant, James Madison, 55-70, 158-160^ 188-194. 
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ber of the Congress, a member and leader of the Virginia assembly, 
a member of the Annapolis convention, and again a member o 
Congress. While he was learning at first hand the arts of politics, 
Madison was engrossed in the study of history and government. 
He wrote to his friend Thomas Jefferson in Pans and asked him 
to supply books on the constitutions and public laws of the several 
confederacies which have existed,” and he dedicated toilsome ays 
and nights to mastering the history of the great experiment in 
federal government from remote antiquity to his own time. Witn 
good reason Madison may be placed among the ablest scholars in 
politics” in the history of the United States. He knew the weak¬ 
nesses and proclivities of the old Congress, for he had served m it. 
He was acquainted with the propensities and activities of sate 
legislatures, for he had served in the Virginia legislature. Attached 
to his native state, he teas nevertheless as much at home m New 
York or Philadelphia, as on his plantation in Virgmut [itahcs addedj. 
In all the land Hamilton could have found no man so well fitted by 
study, knowledge, and public service to take part in the work ot 
writing The Federalists 


Had Beard not been handicapped by his Progressivist view 
of reality and his partial adherence to economic determinism in 
1913, he might have recognized then that Madison, in Federalist 
No. 10, explicitly argued that the Constitution would promote 
“the advancement of general welfare” and secure “justice.” 
Beard’s failure to recognize this point, however, may have 
stemmed also from the fundamental contradiction between 
Madisons’ theory of politics and his argument for the Consti¬ 
tution. . - 

Since Madison was educated to view certain assumptions ot 
Aristotelian political science as axioms and was convinced that 
history had demonstrated their soundness, he assumed that ego¬ 
ism controlled political behavior. 83 In Federalist No. 10, there¬ 
fore, he sketched an economic determinist theory of politics. 


52. Charles A. Beard, The Enduring Federalist (Garden City, N. Y., 

I94 5P H^bears no responsibility for the particular fomulation her^ of 
course, but my understanding of these matters has benefited conaderably 
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present essay, and from study of two unpubbdied papers by him. lhe 
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A Hamilton,” “G. Morris on Alexander Hamilton as a Statesman. 
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But his practice belied his theory. For, in the same paper, in 
seeking support for the Constitution, he appealed to men’s 
altruism, not to their egoism—and thus demonstrated the inade¬ 
quacies of economic determinism, both as an explanation of 
human behavior and as an instrument of ideological warfare. 

Immediately after giving a number of examples designed to 
show how a majority “might trample on the rules of justice” 
and disregard “the good of the whole”—every example Involved 
economic interests—Madison maintained that the function of 
government was to prevent such calamities. 

If a faction consists of less than a majority, relief is supplied by 
the^ republican principle, which enables the majority to defeat its 
sinister [italics added] views by regular vote. It may clog the ad¬ 
ministration, it may convulse the society; but it will be unable to 
execute and mask its violence under the forms of the Constitution. 
When a majority is included in a faction, the form of popular 
government, on the other hand, enables it to sacrifice to its ruling 
passion or interest both the public goad and the rights of other 
citizens [italics added]. To secure the public good and private 
rights against the danger of such a faction, and at the same time 
to preserve the spirit and the form of popular government, is then 
the great object to which our inquiries are directed. Let me add 
that it is the great desideratum by which this form of government 
ran be rescued from the opprobrium under which it has so long 
labored, and be recommended to the esteem and adoption of man¬ 
kind. 54 

Clearly, Madison did not argue that property interests should 
be put beyond the reach of majority action; he argued that 
property Interests—and by extension, all Interests—should be 
protected against unjust majority action. Similarly, he urged 
protection of the Commonwealth against harmful majority 
actions, i.e., actions that might serve the immediate interests 
of the majority but would hurt their long-run interests. In 
short, Madison advocated the establishment of a Good State 
that would advance the general welfare, dispense justice, main¬ 
tain liberty, and thereby earn its citizens the esteem of mankind. 

True, Madison did not deal convincingly with the crucial 


54 * Quoted in Beard, Enduring Federalist, 71-72. 
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consideration that the same system of government, avowedly 
designed to thwart unjust and ill-considered actions by the 
majority, could be so controlled and operated by a strategically- 
located minority as to thwart majority actions of an altogether 
different character (e.g., presidential vetoes could ram down 
upon the just and the unjust alike). 55 But that observation does 
not alter the fact that Madison ignored his theoretical assump¬ 
tions and appealed to the public to support the Constitution on 
grounds other than self-interest, nor does it weaken Brants 
conclusion that Madison was impelled to act by considerations 
other than group and sectional interests. 

In his 1913 work, Beard placed more emphasis upon Hamil¬ 
ton’s role in the Constitutional revolution than upon Madison’s. 
The famous chapter on “The Economic Interests of the Mem¬ 
bers Of The Convention” gave one and one-half pages to Madi¬ 
son and fourteen pages “to the colossal genius of the new 
system, Alexander Hamilton.” 56 In my opinion, the relative 
space given these two Founding Fathers reflected Beard s ^esti¬ 
mate of the relative importance of groups in the Consntutional 
revolution. Madison was depicted as representing certain “slave¬ 
holders,” Hamilton as representing three different sets of groups: 
creditors (financiers, bankers, money lenders), merchants an 
manufacturers, and “land speculators and promoters. 

To say that Hamilton was depicted as representing these 
three groups is justified only in the context of BeaMs entire 
book. Actually, the pages specifically devoted to the ^colossal 
genius of the" new- system” portrayed him as a man “swayed 
throughout the period of the formation of the Constitution by 





AMERICAN HISTORICAL WRITING RECONSIDERED 


[208] 

large policies of government. . . If I interpret Beard correctly, 
he believed that the creation and maintenance of a strong na¬ 
tional government was Hamilton’s primary objective. To achieve 
this objective, Hamilton used certain groups. By helping them 
discover what they wanted, and then helping them get it, he 
succeeded in “attaching them to the federal government.” 
Whether or not that interpretation is a correct reading of the 
Beard of 1913, it is essentially the interpretation convincingly 
presented in Mitchell’s biography of Hamilton, as summarized 
in this sentence: “The exertion [by Hamilton, Madison, and 
Jay] to promote the Constitution was not covert, for a class, 
but pro patrmT m Since Beard took virtually the same position 
in 1948 in his edition of The Federalist^ it is not necessary 
to cite further support here for Mitchell’s views. 59 But it is 
worth emphasizing that neither Mitchell nor Beard contented 
themselves with saying that men supported the Constitution 
because they were patriotic; they tried to explain why men 
came to believe that patriotism required them to lead the Con¬ 
stitutional revolution. 


3. to what motives dib The Federalist appeal? 

If Madison and Hamilton (and Jay) were primarily impelled 
to act, not by considerations of direct, immediate group inter¬ 
ests, but “by large policies of government,” it seems reasonable 
to suppose that other men had similar motives. That hypothesis 
is supported by examining The Federalist. 

We have noted that in 1913, Beard assumed that the argu¬ 
ments made in The Federalist papers indicated the motives that 

57* Mitchell, Alexander Hamilton, 1: 421-422. 

58. Beard, Enduring Federalist, 20-25. 

p 59 - The most recent biography of Hamilton appeared shortly before 
this essay wenyto press, but a hasty reading indicates that it offers essen- 
the s a m e interpretation. However, it tends to give somewhat greater 
weight to peisGiiai ambition, i-e., to Hamilton’s desire to influence u the 
shaping of the American future... John C. Miller, Alexander Hamilton: 
Portrait in Paradox (New York, 1959), 131-183. 
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led men to support the Constitution. Contending that its authors 
attempted “to convince large economic groups that safety and 
strength . . . [lay] in the adoption of the new system, ^ he de¬ 
clared unequivocally that “every fundamental appeal in it is 
to some material and substantial interest.” He dismissed its 
“discussion of the details of the new frame-work of government 5 
as a discussion of “incidental matters when compared with the 
sound basis upon which the superstructure rested. 60 By 194®? 
however, Beard had arrived at a different appreciation of The 
Federalist . We are not concerned here with why he changed; 
the point is that his later reading is more consonant with a 
systematic analysis of its contents. 

Perhaps the simplest way to indicate the weakness in the 
claims Beard made in 2pi3 is to note the questions that in 194S 
he believed The Federalist illuminated: 

To enumerate all the features of The Federalist that commend it 
to citizens concerned with government and liberty in the United 
States or the world would be to repeat many pages and numbers 
of the work. But, in brief, it may be safely said that there is scarcely 
a problem or aspect of government which excites contemporary 
interest that is left untouched in this great work. 

Is it a question of government by discussion and reason _ or gov¬ 
ernment by violence? ... Is it a question of war, mi litar i sm, and 
civil liberty? ... Is it a question of the circumstances and the 
kind of politics that lead to the suppression of liberty and the tri¬ 
umph of the tyrant or dictator? ... Is it a question of class rep¬ 
resentation in the legislature or the representation of the people 
without reference to class distinctions? ... Is it a question of the 
conduct of foreign relations and the dangers that may arise from 
the diplomacy of secret agreements-dangers of corruption and 
destructive commitments? ... Is it a question of the power or 
Congress to protect the integrity of the Federal government by me 
regulation of elections in the State? ... Is the conception of the 
United States as a “great power” in the world an invention ot 
superior thinkers in our own time? • * - ^ . . . 

Finally, to cut short this enumeration, is it a question or civic 
education in the first principles of the American system, of shaking 
ourselves loose from the partisan passions and hatreds which so 


60. Beard, Economic Imerpretsdo s, 153-154* 
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often distort discussion of that system, and of trying to take a 

judicial view of it? 61 

Beard, writing in 1948, makes a convincing witness against 
Beard, writing in 1913. True, the Federalist papers were aimed 
at the educated public. But they appealed to men to support the 
Constitution for many different reasons. Contrary to what 
Beard believed in 1913, they did not appeal exclusively or pre¬ 
dominantly to direct, immediate, economic interests. 


D. 

Translating Ideas into Action 

Just as the biographies by Brant and Mitchell tend to dis¬ 
credit Beard’s claims about men’s motives, they tend to support 
Ms claims about the ability of Federalist leaders to put their 
ideas into effect. The operative words are “tend to support.” 
For, although a long time has elapsed since Beard presented his 
ideas about the “peaceable’' revolution, we still lack detailed 
knowledge of how the Federalist leaders proceeded and why 
they succeeded. 

Because Brant and Alitchell wrote biograpMes, not histories, 
they gave heroVeye views of events in Virginia and New York 
during the climactic stage of the Constitutional revolution, the 
ratification by state conventions. Nevertheless, though more 
rounded studies are necessary before we can make firm judg¬ 
ments, their biographies support Beard’s argument that the 
Antifederalists were “beaten, outgeneralled, and outclassed in 
all the arts of political management.” 

In effect, two quotations from Brant’s and Mitchell’s accounts 
enable us to summarize their views. 

To cap a detailed description of how Madison’s strategy, 
tactics, and activities acMeved “Victory in Virginia,” Brant 
wrote: 


61. Beard, Earning Federalist, 17-19. 
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In guiding the Constitution to victory, Madison won the greatest 
forensic battle of Ms life, over the most formidable adversary [Pat¬ 
rick Henry] he ever faced, for the greatest stakes in national wel¬ 
fare. His leadersMp was not measured by his own work on the floor, 
extensive and effective as it was. Except for the arguments of 
[Edmund] Pendleton and [John] Marshall on the judiciary, virtually 
every affirmative utterance from any source bore the stamp of 
Madison’s thought, previously expressed in the convention, in let¬ 
ters or in The Federalist. Superior reasoning was not enough. He 
had to pile up an extraordinary margin of logic to cancel the oppos¬ 
ing eloquence . 62 

Mitchell was equally enthusiastic about Hamilton’s accom¬ 
plishments. In fact, he contended that to acffieve victory, Hamil¬ 
ton had much greater obstacles to overcome in New York than 
did Madison in Virginia. That contention is easily accepted 
because, among other things, the popular elections had given 
the Federalists in Virginia a much larger proportion of the 
ratifying convention delegates than in New York. Mitchell 
makes a good case for his claim that Hamilton played a leading 
role in the “Victory Against Odds” won by the New York 
Federalists, but his assessment seems somewhat extravagant: 

Hamilton’s leading part in persuading the New York State conven¬ 
tion to ratify the Constitution was his foremost political exploit. 
His agency in the Annapolis Convention, in turning frustration to 
new resolve, was an act of accumulated purpose ably timed. The 
element of surprise assisted him in nerving the disconsolate dele¬ 
gates to demand of Congress that it summon the states to a survey 
of the structure of the Union. His work in the Philadelphia Con¬ 
vention contributed to give the Constitution national, as opposed 
to federative, features, and strength in the central government wMch 
the plan would have lacked without him. . . . 

His Federalist papers, aimed at the deliberations to take place 
at Poughkeepsie [site of state convention], were ancillary to his 
acMevement there ... in the New York ratifying convention cir¬ 
cumstances that favored his other feats -were notably absent. Granted 
that he had perfectly briefed himself as far as previous thought 
and experience permitted. However, at Poughkeepsie he met a hos¬ 
tile overwhelming majority ably led. . . . 


62. Brant, James Madison, 227. 
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In a sense it is meaningless to say that he won the convention 
to the Constitution by sheer will power, for this is resolvable, as the 
record shows, into particular words and decisions at particular 
times in the course of weeks of debate. Yet it is the truth, for his 
will held not only determination, but readiness to sacrifice much 
to the main result. Never one to keep back his reserves, at this time 
more than others he threw himself with all he had into the fateful 
contest. 63 


If we reformulate Mitchell’s estimate to say that Hamilton 
brilliantly led his party and brilliantly exploited the advantages 
inherent in the circumstances in which the battle over the Con¬ 
stitution was fought, it seems convincing. It then agrees with 
Spaulding’s estimate of the Federalist victory in New York— 
and Spaulding was a warm admirer of Clinton and the Anti- 
federalists. Without going into the details of the particular “cir¬ 
cumstances” that Spaulding believes enabled the Federalists to 
win , 64 we can make the point by this quotation: 

Although the superiority of the Federalist advocates [at the Con¬ 
vention] was so marked that a contemporary called their reasoning 
and eloquence lU irresismble/ ? Hamilton himself admitted that their 
“arguments confound but do not convince.” Indeed the arguments 
were nothing but what had already been filling the papers for ten 
months’ time. What, then, did convince, and what was responsible 
for the ultimate Federalist victory? It was perhaps the constant 
work of the parties outside the convention: the activities of the 
Federalist leaders, Hamilton, Livingston, and Jay, in singling out 
individuals among the Qintonians, talking and arguing with them .® 5 


63. Mitchell, Mexander 1: 430-431, 441-465. 

64. As yet, no historian has presented a credible, systematic account 
of the sequence of events that resulted in the Federalists’ convention 
victory in Xew \ork, despite their overwhelming defeat at the polls. One 
example makes the point. In 1898, Paul L. Ford asserted that it was due to 
'Sew lork City's threat to secede from the state unless the Constitution 
was adopted. In 1932, Spaulding gave heavy weight to that factor, and in 
1958, McDonald ofcsnwed that Ford, “declares that only the threat of 
secession forced New York to ratify. I agree with this view” It is 

nnonW# irl'HBM’r mm. __* * ■» - ... 


encence tney cte is unoonTmcing and leaves xnanv critical questions either 
untouched or ummswered. Paul L. Ford, The Federalist (New York, 
1S9S/, 37 “ 3 ^ n. 2; Spaulding, New York in the Critical Period, 2^3-236; 
McDonald, We The People, 288 notes 124 and 125. 

65, Spaulding, New York in the Critical Period. 2*2 
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At present, we can not draw firm conclusions. Bat the Fed 
eralist victory in New York against heavy odds supports Beard. 
For, as restated here, he made these claims: i) Even in a era 
republic, loosely-organized majorities are not kkely to wm 
decisions. 2) A minority, welded together by powerful motives 
and tight organization and brilliant leadership, outgene e its 
opponents, translated its ideas into effective action, an ! roug 
about the Constitutional revolution. 


.- j 



EPILOGUE 




THE ARGUMENT thus far can be summarized in two sen¬ 
tences: Not even the elementary data (e.g., voting statistics) 
necessary to test Beard’s main hypothesis have been systematically 
collected. The data now available indicate that some of Beard’s 

claims are potentially verifiable and that some are not. -. 

If this position is sound, then Professor McDonald’s conclu¬ 
sion, “economic interpretation of the Constitution does not 
work ,” 1 is, at best, premature. McDonald to the contrary, we 
have a long way to go before we can firmly appraise Beard’s 

i. Foxnest McDonald* We The People (Chicago, 1958), vii. 
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interpretation. But we need not take refuge in non-committal 
statements of what remains to be done and how it might be 
done. Instead, we can make a tentative appraisal that may con¬ 
tribute to further thought and research: When adequately' 
tested, the economic determinist parts of Beard’s main hypothesis 
will “not work,” but, restated, some of his claims can be in¬ 
corporated into a social interpretation of the Constitution that 
may “work.” 

Although the crudely stated interpretation sketched below 
satisfies the available data, further research will undoubtedly 
show that it requires drastic revision. But, to paraphrase ’White- 
head, if we begin with a crude interpretation, we are more 
likely to understand the Constitutional “revolution” eventually 
than if we begin with no interpretation. 


A. 

A Social Interpretation of the Constitution 
of the United States 


Most Americans of the 1780’s probably gave little sustained 
thought to the question of what consututed the Good Society. 
But, as Douglass Adair has brilliantly shown, this was not true 
of the leaders of the new nation; they purposefully studied the 
past to prepare themselves to control the present and shape the 
future. 2 Given the social and cultural structure of the United 
States during the 1780’s, we can deduce that men differed radi¬ 
cally over what constitutes the Good Society. No doubt, reality 
was more complex than our terms suggest, but we can say that 
partisans of the Agrarian Society and the Commercial Society 
fought the main intellectual battles. For convenience, we can 


2.-Die extent to which the Founding Fathers derived dieirtiem from 
historical models is discussed in Adair’s unpublished paper, The Cst so 
History by the Founding Fathers: Hie Historical Pessimism of A. Hamil¬ 
ton” (read before the American Historical Association m 195 $). 


AMERICAN HISTORICAL WRITING RECONSIDERED 


[216] 

overamplify further and call the men who held these rival 
Ideas, agrarian-minded and commercial-minded . The terms do 
not denote classes, socioeconomic status groups, or occupations 
—they denote ways of thinking. Thus, farmers with no intention 
or prospect of changing their occupation may have been com¬ 
mercial-minded, and men not engaged in farming may have 
been agrarian-minded. In short, our terms suggest the philosophy 
and ethos that men wanted to prevail in the United States. 

I. THE AGRARIAN SOCIETY 

Broadly, the Agrarian Society was Arcadia. Sparsely-settled, 
stable, locailstic, self-contained, Arcadia would be populated 
and dominated in Jefferson’s words, by “Those who labor in 
the earth” and by those who superintend their labor. Of course, 
such a society could not dispense with commerce, trade, and 
small-scale manufacturing and crafts which would supply local 
markets or fill specialized demands. Merchants, for example, 
were necessary to dispose of agricultural surpluses and to Im¬ 
port goods from abroad. Moreover, merchants, shippers, trades¬ 
men, mechanics, artisans, and members of the liberal professions 
had their proper place in any complete and interesting society. 
But their proper place was a subordinate place. As “hand¬ 
maids” to agriculture, they could not set the tone for Arcadia. 
The following quotation gives us a keen analysis of Jefferson’s 
outlook: 

OMimerce had a cradai place in his attitude. He did, however, 
deprecate the greedy and aggressive spirit which so frequently ac¬ 
companied commercial enterprise and excessive commercial ambi¬ 
tion: Merchants are often deficient in virtue and amor patriae . 
Unless kept within rein, they promote a heady fashion of gambling. 
It was this moralistic view that has been misinterpreted as opposition 
to commerce and commercial development. 3 

Less cosmopolitan than Jefferson, a Virginia planter-aristocrat 
who simultaneously favored and feared commerce, George Clin- 

3. Joseph Dorfman, The Etommdc Mind in American Civilization: 

1606-186$ (New York, 1946), 1: 435. 
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ton, leader of the “yeomanry” of the New 
irocountrv” clung to a more doctrinaire and extrem 
of the agrarian philosophy. He believed that otdy ™ 
rural civilization could remain sound an oar ent of 

progress of a commercial society begets luxury, P 5J< 
inequality, the foe to virtue, and the enemy to restraint. 

2- THE COMMERCIAL SOCIETY 

As envisioned during the 1780% die Gommercial Society 
would contain a substantial majority of farmers. But the yea* 
of commerce would leaven what would otherw^e - 

lump. “Commerce is the great civilizing force, declare!^Tom 

Paine—who never profited from 

in poverty. “Paine,” according to Joseph Dorfman, 

summed up his economic philosophy w en e' s ^ 

Justice: ‘I am a friend of Riches,’ and in The ifcgte x 

‘In all my publications, whenever the matter 

have been an advocate of commerce.’ ’ 5 

Men who shared Paine’s faith in the ci = . would 

merce believed that active participation in world mates 
or,iT,„l.t-e ah forms of enterprise, permit dynamic *=vel°P“”“ 
of the vast American potentitd, a£ 

that would free men from 

trial production, and speed 

mumcation facilities- All tins - • tn «ee dis- 

to expansion, elevate men’s vhion, and “^^v^f flour _ 
tantSd foreign horizons. *ich sT-md-r 

kh, and with them, the heighnm the 

way die “™ oned for anSition and talent, cream 

level of aspiration, provide scope ror ^ ^ ^on, 

a variegated, exciting urban culture, gi 
and earn for its citizens the esteem of mankind. 

4. Qu oted in E. Wilder Spaulding, I» Excellency Gear g e CImon 

( Tl Afoi * Amricm CHb** 1 : 454, 459- 
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A century and a half later, during the 1920’s and 1930’s, it 
would have been difficult to find reasoned opposition to a Com¬ 
mercial Society in the United States. Perhaps the “Southern 
Agrarians” provide the proverbial exception, but even they were 
primarily opposed to industrialism rather than to commercialism. 
During the early twentieth-century decades, it seems safe to say, 
most men hostile to the ethos expressed in the slogan, “The 
business of America is business,” would have tended to regard 
the Southern Agrarians as, at best, anachronistic romantics, and 
at worst, dangerous reactionaries. During the 1780’s, however, 
the Agrarian Society as the Good Society was anything but an 
anachronistic dogma preached by southern intellectuals who 
refused to accept the American Universe as it had been shaped 
by history. 


3 . IDEOLOGICAL CONFLICTS AND THE CONSTITUTION 

To paraphrase and extend Beard, during the formative years 
after the American Revolution, agrarian-minded and commer¬ 
cial-minded men w T aged an ideological conflict of great inten¬ 
sity. In part, the conflict stemmed from, and was shaped by, 
different views of the “lessons of history” and different expo¬ 
sures to past and present developments. But, in large part, it 
stemmed from the “modes and processes of gaining a livelihood” 
which produced a social and cultural structure capable of stimu¬ 
lating and harboring conflicting views of the Good Society. 

As I see it, this is a social interpretation of the ideological 
conflict that wracked the new nation—and it may work. But it 
is the kind of interpretation that has been so thoroughly absorbed 
by American historians since Beard published his book in 1913 
that It may seem to state the obvious. It may be denigrated as 
“trivial” because it asserts “what everybody knows.” We can 
dmv some conclusions from it, however, that are not so “ob¬ 
vious,” and that may help us reconstruct the battle over the 
Constitution, 
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B. 

The Good State as the Instrument 
of the Good Society 


Government plays a powerful role in realizing or preventing 
the realization of the Good Society. We can deduce, therefore, 
that, during the ^o’s, the conflict over the Good Society was 
reflected and expressed in the conflict over the Good State. 1 
am not saying that the one created the other, the re ations were 
recrorocal. 

Within a liberal republic, the logical corollary of agran- 
anism” (as defined above) was a system that allocate to t e 
State relatively slight, widely-dispersed, strictly limited powem 
and located those powers “close to the people. Tsot that logic 
controlled all, of course, but I assume that the characteristics 
that predisposed men to agrarianism tended also to predispose 

them to distrust the State. ., 

Amrarian-minded men tended strongly to hold these ideas: 
Montesquieu was right in postulating that republics can flourish 
only in small, homogeneous territories; liberty is best P r ®f ^ 
if governmental power diminishes with distance from ■ e - 
cality and is centered in officials easily accessible to the people 
and directly responsible to them; history generally demonstrates 
that power lodged anywhere in the famewoA of 
always potential^ menaces liberty; and the developments ttet 
led to the Revolution specifically demonstrated that stron 
central governments inevitably become despotic; it follow^ 
therefore, that the new nation should be a decentralized, loose 
confederation of the several independent states. 

Men who subscribed to these general ideas differed over hov 
far to carry the confederation principle. Some wanted,a_Sta 
Rights Confederation in which the “general government would 
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be primarily an agent, not a political entity in its own right. 
Others wanted a system of divided sovereignty which would 
give some power to the general government. But these were 
divisions within one main camp, for, as Merrill Jensen has 
pointed out, contemporaries primarily distinguished between a 
“federal” and a “national” government . 6 It seems reasonable, 
therefore, to follow their lead and say that the Articles of Con¬ 
federation embodied the idea of “federalism.” 

Again, within a liberal republic, the logical corollary of 
“commercialism” was a system derived from the proposition 
that the State could function as a creative, powerful instrument 
for realizing the Good Society. Cosmopolitan commercialists, 
I assume, had a more positive and optimistic view of State power 
than Iocalistic agrarians. Close to its center and confident that 
they could influence it, they did not fear the State per se, they 
feared the tyranny of petty parochialism. To function creatively, 
advance the general welfare, and dispense justice, they believed, 
the State must be strong and centralized. Moreover, it must 
have both positive powers to enlarge opportunities and coercive 
powers to prevent groups and localities from indulging their 
own interests, passions, and errors at the expense of the Common¬ 
wealth. This was the idea of “nationalism,” which found limited 
expression in the system governed by the Constitution. (It is 
true that the nationalists, like the federalists, divided among 
themselves on the issue of democracy. But, for our purposes, 
the conflicts on this issue need not be discussed.) 

To ay that positive relationships existed between ideas of 
the Good Society and the Good State does not imply that 
contemporaries actually saw the relationships, or that all agrari¬ 
ans were federalists and all commercialists, nationalists. Particu¬ 
larly after the War of Independence, which had shaken even 
if it had not revolutionized American society, many factors 
had worked against the development of close relationships 

6. Merrill Jensen, The New Nation (New York, 1950), riii-xiv, passim. 
Though I do not agree with Professor Jensen in all respects, I have prof¬ 
ited from his analysis of what once was known as the “critical period.” 
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between men’s social and political ideas. The following hst 
suggests some of them: Attitudes towards the War of Inde¬ 
pendence, and activities and experiences during it; membership 
in certain economic groups; membership in certain ethnic and 
religious groups; personal and political friendships, loyalties 
and associations; personal and family history; residence in com¬ 
munities and states with particular historical traditions or par- 
ticular needs; amount and type of education; long-established 
intellectual commitments; degree of receptivity to ideas from 
abroad. 

I am not suggesting that an exact or near-perfect corre¬ 
spondence existed between men’s social and political ideas; I am 
suggesting that a marked tendency existed for agrarians to be 
federalists and for commercialists to be nationalists. (It does 
not seem necessary to try to define “marked tendency more 
precisely.) 

Suppose data were available that enabled us to locate men 
along an ideological line ranging from “pure agrarianism” to 
“pure commercialism.” And suppose we could simultaneously 
rank them according to intensity of conviction. If such data 
were available, I believe we would find that men who had strong, 
unambiguous convictions about the Good Society also tende 
to have the idea about the Good State that was logically related 
to it, and that the tendency would weaken as we moved to¬ 
wards the midpoint of the ideological line and the bottom of 


the intensity scale. . 

A concrete example: George Clinton typifies the intense, 

pure agrarian; Thomas Jefferson, the conflicted, agranan-com- 
mercialist; Alexander Hamilton, the intense, pure commeraakst. 
Clinton maintained an extreme federalist position before and 
after adoption of the Constitution (although by one of those 
ironies that delight and confound historians, his side took the 
name “Antifederalist”); Jefferson oscillated between moderate 
nationalism and moderate federalism that occasionally gave way 
to strong nationalism; Hamilton consistently maintained an ex- 
txeme nationalist position. 


[*«I 
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C. 

The Good Society, the Good State, 
and the Constitution 

We can carry this line of reasoning a step further to deduce 
that a positive, marked relationship existed between the social 
and political ideologies of men and their opinions on the spe¬ 
cific issue of replacing the Articles of Confederation with the 
Constitution. As always, many factors worked to prevent men 
from behaving with perfect consistency, including: prior po¬ 
litical associations; experiences under the Articles of Confedera¬ 
tion; the drcumstances under which the issue arose and those 
which existed in 1787-88; the conduct of the political campaigns 
in the several states; specific provisions contained in, or ex¬ 
cluded from, the Constitution; men’s beliefs about the impact 
of the Constitution upon their interests (economic and non¬ 
economic), as well as upon the interests of groups or communi¬ 
ties of which they were members or with which they identified. 
A concrete example may make the point more clearly. 

Almost immediately after the Founding Fathers ended their 
deliberations, three “small states,” Delaware, Georgia, and New 
Jersey, called conventions and unanimously ratified the Consti¬ 
tution. Since their history after 1787 rules out the possibility 
that they were singularly free from social and political conflicts, 
special factors that did not influence the country at large must 
have operated in those states to cause them to deviate so strongly 
from the national pattern. 

Excluding states in which special factors produced near- 
iinaxiimity, my hypothesis claims that a marked tendency existed 
for agrarian federalists to oppose, and for commercial national¬ 
ists to favor, the Constitution. It claims also that the tendency 
increased in proportion to the purity and intensity of ideological 
convictions. Finally, it claims that commercialists who held the 
political idea that was logically inconsistent (federalism) tended 
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strongly to resolve the conflict in favor of their idea of the 
Good Society and voted for the Constitution, and that agrarians 
in the same position divided more evenly. (Since the hypothesis 
refers to central tendencies, i.e., what most men did, citation of 
prominent exceptions does not discredit it.) The last claim is 
based upon one logical and one empirical assumption. Logically, 
I assume that the opinions of men tend to be influenced more 
by their views concerning the social order than by their views 
concerning a particular institution, such as the State, that helps 
to shape the social order. Empirically, I assume that the pro- 
Constitution party waged a more effective political campaign 
than did its opponents. 


I. WHO HELD OPPOSING IDEAS OF THE GOOD SOCIETY? 

From the line of reasoning employed thus far, our central 
problem is to identify the men most likely to hold opposing ideas 
of the Good Society. The hypothesis claims that social environ¬ 
ment and position in the American social structure mainly 
determined men’s ideologies, and, in turn, their ideologies mainly 
determined their opinions on the Constitution. ^ 

In less abstract terms, the hypothesis claims that, directly 
and indirectly, social ideologies and opinions on the Constitu¬ 
tion were mainly determined by the combined effects of three 
related, somewhat overlapping factors: i) mens roles wi ^ 
the existing economic structure which strongly influenced their 
roles within the social structure; 2) the degree of urbanrzanon 
of the areas in which they lived; 3) the ties which hnked ffieir 
communities with seaboard cities and interior large towns. These 
ties, or patterns of interaction, were affected more y trans 
portation and communication facilities than by distance. Con¬ 
crete examples again can substitute for detailed discussion 

Belief in the Commercial Society and support for the Con¬ 
stitution were more likely to be found amongJNew i or r ty 
merchants who exported American commodities and importe 
European luxury items than among Ulster County farmers who 
took part only infrequently in the commercial network and 
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who did not require specialized knowledge of market condi¬ 
tions. Similarly, planters located in communities with close ties 
to Charleston were more likely to be commercial-minded and 
pro-Constitution than Carolinians who owned the same number 
of acres and slaves and the same amount of other property, but 
who lived in areas relatively distant from the seaport. 

I am emphasizing the nature of men’s participation in the 
economy and the character of their over-all social environment; 
I do not dismiss as irrelevant to ideology and opinion the amount 
and kind of property owned and occupation held, but regard 
them as less influential. Of course, some kinds of property and 
some occupations almost automatically fixed the character of 
men’s social environment, e.g., shipowners and exporting-import¬ 
ing merchants did not tend to live in isolated rural areas. But 
many types of property were held, and many occupations were 
practiced, in environments that differed radically. 

Planters who lived in communities closely linked to southern 
seaports did not function in the same social environment as 
planters who lived in areas remote from urban influences and 
contacts. Similarly, shoemakers who plied their trade in New 
York City and in Ulster County villages can be assigned to the 
same group only in a formal sense, and only by accepting 
technological determinism and banishing social reality and so¬ 
cial process from history. A shoemaker is a shoemaker, but a 
shoemaker in New York City is not a shoemaker in Shawan- 
gunk, Ulster County—particularly during the 17 go’s. 

From the discussion it should be clear that the social inter¬ 
pretation presented here attempts to modify and extend Beard’s 
ideas. Instead of studying men during the 1780’s as “economic 
beings dependent upon definite modes and processes of gaining 
a livelihood,” it proposes to study them as members of groups 
that occupied particular roles in the American social structure, 
Ived in particular social environments, and were influenced by 
history and contemporary developments. 

I do not assume that men’s views of the most desirable social 
order are a direct function of their places in the existing social 
order. That is, men’s ideas of the Good Society are not auto- 
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matic products of calculated self-interest, or rationalizations 
veiling “rough and sordid reality.” On the other hand, I do not 
deny that men have a healthy concem-frequendy an unhealthy 
concem-for their own interests and for those of groups to 
which they belong, or with which they identify. The human 
understanding,” Francis Bacon long ago. o served, is no ^ 
light, but receives an infusion from the will and affections. . - - 
That astute observation, however, does not force us to conclude 
that men are egoistic, hedonistic, calculating creatures, unmoved 
by considerations other than their own (or their poup s) inter¬ 
ests and impervious to influences other than those likely o 

advance them. 7 t . r . 

I make the following assumptions: The nature of life in s 

dety more or less disposes human beings to want to be go°«> 
to do good, and to live in a good social order. Inextricably 
entangled in a “web of kinship” from the time they are bom 
until the time they die, human beings inevitably develop a 
desire and a need, as Edward Shils has expressed it, for incor¬ 
poration into something which transcends and transfipres their 
concrete individual existence. They have a need to e in co 
tact with symbols of an order which is larger in ts dimensions 
than their own bodies and more central in the S ® IC ' 

ture of reality than is their routine everyday life. Depending 
upon conditions and experiences, the desire and need develop in 
different degrees and forms. Thus, altruism is a varying function 

7 . For a perceptive, provocative analysis of “The Sodology ofK^owl- 
ed ir see Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (Glen 

for the pamcukr formulation to*JJ- 
xnyunde^ding of these points has benefited from disowns. w«h 
Meyer Fortes and Edward Shils at die Center for ^ 
Behavioral Sciences. Some of their ideas are discussed _m Fortes, Tte 
of Kinship among the Tdlensi (London, 1949), vu-vni, Sink, 

-The Macro^dological Problem: Consensus and Dissensus in the larger 
(Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, * 959 * 
multiMied). The observation that human behavior is 

by moups «> which men belong, but by groups to which they <*o *«* be- 
lon^Wed to the development of the titeory of reference group behavtor. 
Seef Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, 225-386. 
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of human society, not an invariant function of human biology. 

Again depending upon conditions and experiences, the de¬ 
sire and need of men to express their altruism more or less 
influences their ideals and their behavior. But, among other 
reasons why men tend to express their altruism in different 
ways, they are not equally exposed to competing ideals. Not 
only does information about contending ideals tend to vary 
with position in the social structure and in the local environment, 
many other influences subtly affect the processes of absorption 
and selection, particularly the following: 1) The ideals affirmed 
and pursued by the elites in certain groups and communities of 
which individuals are members, or with which they identify. 
( Elites are defined here as holders of authoritative positions 
in the group or community.) 2) The extent to which competing 
ideals are seen as compatible with individual experiences and 
individual interests. 

The argument can be briefly summarized: The fiction of 
“Economic Man” may prove useful in studying certain kinds 
of human behavior, including certain kinds of interest group 
politics. But, in the study of the “natural history” of ideology, 
or the politics of ideology, or the politics of fundamental social 
change, it distorts rather than illuminates the behavior of men 
in society. 

2. WHY DU) THE FEDERALISTS WIN? 

In addition to asking how men arrived at their ideas about 

the Constitution, Beard asked how men translated their ideas 
into action. Since I tend to agree with him and have discussed 
the problem elsewhere in the essay, a short discussion is all that 
is needed here. 

Beard did not develop the point in his book, but he evidently 
believed that an instructive study of the framing and ratifica¬ 
tion of the Constitution cannot treat developments in each state 
as equally important. Historians, he implied, cannot avoid as¬ 
sessing the relative importance of specific decisions and actions 
in the sequence of events. For example, it seems clear that sue- 
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cess or failure of the Constitutional revolution depended more 
on decisions and actions taken in Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, 
Virginia, and New York than in New Jersey, Delaware, and 
Georgia. In dealing with the problem of how men translate 
their ideas on the Constitution into action, we therefore mus 
pay particular attention to the effectiveness of the strategy, 
tactics, and timing of Federalist and Antifederalist leaders m the 
decisive states; we cannot assume that men in all sates played 
equally important roles in bringing about, or defeating, e 

“great political transformation.” , . , , 

According to the interpretation, or hypothesis, advanced 
here, men who strongly favored a Commercial Society were ako 
likely to possess the personal and social attributes needed to wm 
political power. Moreover, they operated m a particular his¬ 
torical situation which gave them a great advantage, it ena 
them to join forces, not only with men who were ^“J ' 
commercialists, but with some who were inclined to agranamsm. 
In large part, this mesalliance came about because the posc- 
Revolutionary crisis induced some leading non-commerc 

to take a nationalist portion. . r 

For example, Madison was not as devoted to commercialism 
as Hamilton-to employ understatement. And yet, durmg th 
turbulent period in which the new nation seemed tc.bestrug¬ 
gling for survival and before a new social equihbnim ted 
Lived, the Virginian devoted himself as zealously * *dtte 
New Yorker to the nationalist, pro-Consntunon cause Madi¬ 
son’s subsequent course of action, however, supports the con¬ 
clusion that agrarianism and nationalism were 
combination, unlikely to hold together except m fan* 

of historical situations. After national and social smbihty ted 
been achieved, he, like Jefferson, went over to federalism and 
led the State Rights party against Hamiltonian nanonatem. 

One individual case does not support a generalization, of 
course. But the over-all pattern of events^ during^he i-So sjd 
suDDorts the argument that polmcal behavior is influ 

enced more strongly by ideas of the Good 

ideas of the Good State. The argument can be broken down 
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into three parts: i) The behavior of men is determined more 
by the ends they seek than by the means they use to achieve 
those ends; specifically, men favored the Constitution largely 
because they favored a Commercial Society, they opposed the 
Constitution largely because they favored an Agrarian Society. 
2) The ends men choose are positively related to the “modes 
and processes” by which they gain their livelihoods, the social 
environments in which they live, the social roles they occupy, 
the groups with whom they identify, and the groups with whom 
they regard themselves in conflict. 3) In certain historical situ¬ 
ations, men who choose certain ends are more likely than their 
opponents to possess the qualities and resources needed for vic¬ 
tory; specifically, in the United States during the 1780*5, com¬ 
mercial-mind ed men like Hamilton possessed the qualities and 
resources needed to defeat agrarian-minded men like Clinton. 

Translated into appropriate terms, these general propositions 
extend Beard’s original ideas and may provide a sound basis for 
a social interpretation of the framing and adoption of the Con¬ 
stitution of the United States. 
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far-.the new Constitution- . . -” 1 2 To discredit Beard, McDonald 

cited evidence purporting to show that the Convention dele¬ 
gates “constituted an almost complete cross-section of the 
geographical areas and shades of political opinion existing in the 
United States in j[2?7- n2 His evidence, I believe, cannot be 
accepted at face value. 

For one thing, in appraising the Convention’s representative 

character, McDonald failed to distinguish.between.the seventy- 

four delegates elected, or ap pointed ^ to the Convention.and the 

fifty-five who attended. Moreover, he failed to distinguish 
among the delegates who attended briefly and registered oppo¬ 
sition to the proposed Constitution, the delegates who remained 
for the duration, and the thirty-nine who"" actually signed the 
document. But those distinctions must be made if we are to ex¬ 
amine the representative character of the men who drafted the 
Constitution. 

Apart from failing to make the distinction suggested above, 
McDonald arbitrarily assigned men to represent areas, groups, 

and political factions which, in fact, they did not repre sent..For 

example, he made Rufus King simultaneously represent two 
considerably different Massachusetts areas; the Newburvport- 
Menimac area and the ^District of Maine.” Is it justifiable to 
depict King of commercial, coastal Netvburyport as the repre¬ 
sentative of frontier Maine because he had been bom in the 
latter placer Is it justifiable to depict William Blount, a North 
Carolina tidewater planter who owned thirty slaves and who 
engaged in large-sole western land speculation, as “a sympa¬ 
thetic representative of [frontier] Tennessee?” 3 

Similar questions concerning McDonald’s use of evidence 
arise from Ms treatment of the New York delegation. “All three 
delegates elected from New York sat in the Convention,” he 

1. Charles A. Beard, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution 

i'Stw York, 1935}, 64-72, passim. 

2. Forrest McDonald, JTe The People: The Economic Origins of the 
Comthunon (Chicago, Illinois, 195S), 21*37. 

3. Ibid n 24, 34. 
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writes, “though none of them attended full time. . .• 

Robert Yates and John Lansing permanently withdrew ^ 

the Convention on July 5, 1787. * ° rder to °PP°* 
tutional movement more effectively; m contrast, Alexand 
Hamilton temporarily withdrew in order to work more effec¬ 
tively for the movement, and later returned to Phd ^P 

participate again in the Convention’s dehbemno^ Mc^n^s 

phrase, “though none of them attended full time is less than 
adequate in a chapter attempting to demonstrate that, conmry 
to Beard, the Convention functioned as a representative boy 
Doubts also arise about McDonald’s use of evxdence wh 
we examine his treatment of the state ratifying convey. 
For example, his analysis of the “occupations and_ ec °SJ“ J^n 
ests of the 355 members of the [Massachusetts] ratifying con¬ 
vention” purported to discredit Beard’s claims concemmg 
class basis of opposition to the Constitution. But, m ; brief notes, 
McDonald adndried that he could not as<*mm 
of thirty-nine of the [.87] delegates favormg^tnuiicanon, md 
that the “occnpafions of eighty-nine [of .68] dogates 
ratification were not ascertained beamse 

histories and town records.”' In other word* >>e only found 
some data about the occupations of 64 per cent of the delegate 
to the Massachusetts convention. But he ^ ot 

the significance of his finding that t e . ^ 

evenly divided among supporters an °PP°P . 

ration 7 Only *o per cent of *c ratification^ Ml mto^e 

“unknown” category, compared to 53 Pf d l for 

ratification^. The logical 

whom McDonald could not find data in local mston 

sions about Massachusetts become highly dubiou^ven it g 

----- .... , Rmadns Mitchell, Alexander Hamilton 

311(1 John XUUer ’ AJeXader Hamilt<m (N ^ 

York, i 959 >a 150-83 • _ 

5. We The People, 191, 195 * ’ 99 - 
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note the logical fallacy in his use of the collective biography 

method. & r 7 

Among other things, McDonald criticized Beard for not 
recognizing that ratification was speedy or slow depending upon 
the size and “strength” of the several states. For example, to 
support his argument, he emphasized that the five “pitifully 
weak states speedily ratified the Constitution. 6 But his analysis 
rests on unjustified, arbitrary assumptions concerning the several 
stares strength.” What justification exists for depicting Mary- 
kind and Connecticut, which speedily ratified, as “weaker” than 
North Carolina and Rhode Island, which did not ratify the 
Constitution until after the new government went into effect 2 
. The ™ example illustrates McDonald’s tendency to sub¬ 
stitute assertion for evidence. Discussing developments in North 
Carolina, he writes: 


The campa!^ of the ann-Federalists was a peculiar one. Some of 
Ae ffSum ents on ^ sane level, deploring the lack 
v , °f rights, predicting exploitation of the South by shrewd 
”5 ^ axnm ® debtors of British merchants that the federal 
courts would be opened to suits for debts. More common and more 

added], were such fantasies as that of 

Hertf ° rd That divine told his 

^iterate flock that the clause in the Constitution providing for what 
to become the District of Columbia was a provision for a 
walled city that would house thousands of soldiers who would be 
privileged to plunder the country. Anti-Federalist leaders based 
appeal °n ignorance, the Federalists based theirs on reason. 
The ann-Federalists won by a landslide. 7 


Perhaps no better illustration could be found of what Beard 
caUed the_‘doctrinaire position” of regarding the “struggle over 
the Constitution. . .[as] a simple contest between the straight- 
thinking men and narrower and local men of the respective 
sections. . . Even if the story of “Baptist minister Burkitt” 
were factual, how does McDonald know that such “fantasies” 


6 . Ihid^ 114-15. 

7. Ibid^ 311. 

8* Beard, Ecotiqttug lMt£rpr€iMti-QBj x, 
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were “more common and more effective 5 than appeals to rea 
» > To justify that claim, he was required to make a sys- 


SOn r XU j 1X3 U.X y Vi-AttW -- - * 

tematic analysis of the North Carolina campaign and demonstrate 
the extent and impact of Antifederalist and Federalist appeals 
to “ignorance” and “reason” Bnt he made no such amdy^ 
nor is one to be found in the sources he cited. Proof by 
selective quotation is unconvincing. 
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